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DEDICATION 


For my mom and dad. 
For sacrificing, for loving and for praying. 
Somehow, the four of us kids turned out alright, 
thanks to you two. 


One. 
Freddy Krueger, 
Bugs and Wolves 


Or. laugh was a welcome sound, warming my 


heart as my brother’s familiar cadence reached me 
through my cell phone. “What if I give you a million 
dollars? Will that get me out of meeting Bev’s new 
boyfriend?” 

“Not even if you offered ten million,” I replied with a smile on 
my face. I loved it when my brother laughed. “Had you said you’d 
buy me a pack of gum, Id have let you out of meeting the man who 
could turn out to be your future stepfather, no problem.” 

Ollie let out a dramatic groan, sounding eight years younger 
than me, even though he was really eight years older. “Don’t say 
‘stepfather’. You know he won’t last. They never do.” 

“That doesn’t sound like ideal stepson talk,” I scolded, 
pretending to be the adult, so at least there was one present for this 
conversation. “This is important to Bev, so be a good son for her. 
Try to be pleasant.” 

Ollie sighed, and I could picture his hazel eyes that matched 
mine rolling back at the very notion he should be seen as a son to 
our mama. “Yeah, fine. I’ll bring my best fake smile and I’ll even 
say nice things to him like, ‘Please, do tell me about your criminal 
record,’ ‘Wow, you still have some of your own teeth’, and ‘How 
fascinating you don’t have a job. Think of all the free time!” 


A chuckle escaped before I could suppress it. Then the deeply 
programmed guilt rippled over me that rose up whenever we poked 
fun at Bev’s expense. “Be nice, now.” 

“Tm only coming to hang with you. How about I skip the new 
guy meet and greet, and just catch you after?” 

My tone turned southern and bossy as I tucked a stray auburn 
curl behind my ear, using my knee to steer the car. “Oliver James, if 
you ditch me, I’m pretty much going to crazy murder you. You 
haven’t seen Bev in years. Bite the bullet.” 

I could hear the fondness in my older brother’s voice. “Ah, but 
youre the good child. The blessed child. October Grace: the 
daughter who stayed in Georgia to look after our psychotic mama. 
You know very well you should’ve moved away, like Allie and I 
did.” He paused for a beat at the mention of our estranged sister, 
but then sniggered at my threat. “‘Crazy murder’? Well, I should 
hope you don’t opt for a regular, run-of-the-mill offing. I’d at least 
like my death to make the front page.” 

I scoffed good-naturedly. “What are you, the mayor? If you want 
the front page, I’ll have to break out the fancy tools.” 

I spotted a large abomination of dust on the dashboard. I’d just 
detailed Terence, my Taurus, but there the dust sat, mocking me 
and throwing up a middle finger that it wouldn’t be banished. I 
swiped it away, wishing again that all the dirt and dust in the 
universe would just stay out of my car, my house and my world. I 
mean, is that too much to ask? 

“T don’t want to go to this thing,” Ollie whined. 

“Ditch me, and you'll regret it. I know all the good places to 
dump a body if you leave me to go meet New Boyfriend alone.” 

He let out an audible shudder. “You creep me out when you say 
stuff like that, because I know it’s true.” 

I gave Ollie my best evil villain chortle. “I was thinking we 
should have a Nightmare on Elm Street marathon when you come 
into town next week. All Freddy, all night. Sleep with one eye open, 
if you dare.” 

“Tm just happy you're willing to entertain a movie marathon 
that doesn’t star Bruce Campbell. I can only watch him in Evil Dead 
so many times.” 

“Do you have a problem with my first love?” 

“No, I have a problem watching Evil Dead for the hundred 
millionth time.” He cleared his throat, and I could tell he was 


gearing up to say something he was reluctant to voice. “I’m staying 
at Gabby’s the first night I come into town, and maybe the night 
after, too. Freddy Krueger will have to wait.” 

I whispered in my creepy witch voice, “Freddy waits for no 
one!” I shook my head at my brother’s old habits. “You’re back with 
Gabby? Do I need to tell you that you’re a masochist? How many 
times are you going to get together and break up with her?” 

“T dunno. Maybe ten?” 

My attention was distracted when something black skittered 
across my dashboard, drawing my eye, and making my spine tingle. 
“What the...” I scratched the back of my hand and grabbed a wipe 
from the package I kept in my glovebox. Still steering with my 
knee, I smashed the trespassing ant, keeping an eye on the road as 
best I could. The trees and grass that dotted the side of the road 
would have been a much better home than my car. Poor ant didn’t 
have a clue. I longed to wash my hands, but suppressed the urge as 
best I could. 

“What’s wrong?” Ollie inquired, noting my diverted attention. 

“A bug in my car, right after some dust on my dashboard. I just 
detailed it, too.” 

Ollie’s pause was not unexpected, nor was the parental mode he 
slipped into without missing a beat. “You alright?” 

“Tm fine, just annoyed. It’s like, one of the two places I like to 
keep clean.” 

My brother’s response was quiet and controlled. “Life is messy, 
October, and that’s okay.” 

I sighed at the mantra he’d drilled into my head, wishing that 
one day I’d get to a point where I didn’t still need to hear it. I was 
about to concede that he was right, that dust and one single ant was 
nothing to be concerned with, but my hackles rose when a line of 
ants marched out from under the passenger’s seat. They traipsed up 
the console just to stare at me, repeating the speedy path of the 
damned onto my dashboard, drawing my focus. 

They stared at me, paused between my steering wheel and the 
odometer, studying me with their beady little eyes that had 
intention. Bev’s trailer was always filled with a wide variety of bugs 
and critters, but these ants had marched with purpose in my 
direction. 

I let out a noise of distress when a row of cockroaches followed 
behind, facing me on the dash to make up a second row of gawkers. 


“What the...” 

“What’s up, kiddo?” 

I tried to keep my eyes on the road, the city giving way to 
thicker smatterings of trees that dotted the landscape. The 
cockroaches were starting to freak me out, not because I was scared 
of them, but because cockroaches were naturally afraid of daylight, 
and these guys were out on their own free will in the late morning 
sun that shone through my windshield. Weird. 

I needed to scratch the back of my hand, but gripped the 
steering wheel tight and clutched my cell phone to keep myself 
from slipping into bad habits. When a small army of furry, black 
caterpillars inched out from under the passenger’s seat and climbed 
up the dash by the dozens, I let out a shriek, sweat breaking out on 
my forehead. They looked like a line of mobile Groucho Marx 
eyebrows, moving unapologetically into my view. “Gross! Get out!” 
I kept a steady hand on the steering wheel, willing myself not to 
lose control of the car. I tried not to think about what kind of filth I 
must’ve somehow missed that had attracted these creatures to me in 
droves. 

“October? Hey, what’s wrong?” 

“T,.. My car is dirty!” I screeched, not ready to admit to my 
brother that I was so filthy, apparently, that the car I’d tried to keep 
immaculately clean was now infested with bugs that inched closer 
to me, like I was their target. I could practically feel them crawling 
on my skin, so I scraped at my arms again, hoping to alleviate some 
of the tension that was building to blow the top off my stress 
volcano. “Ollie!” 

Ollie’s voice tried to calm me through what he probably 
assumed was a freak-out over a few dust bunnies. “Life is messy, 
and that’s okay,” he repeated. “After this stupid dinner next week, 
Pll clean your car myself. You'll see. We’ll get all the dust out, and 
it'll be good as new. I’m here, kiddo.” 

That would’ve been comforting, but a rattling noise sounded in 
the front of my car, making me even more apprehensive. My car 
was perfect. It was supposed to be perfect. It was only a year old, 
and I took meticulous care of it. What could possibly be wrong with 
the engine? 

I let out a horror movie-style scream and dropped the phone 
when a zillion tiny white moths flooded the interior of the car 
through the vents. They pelted my skin and fluttered their germ- 


filled wings in my ears. I let my foot off the gas, swerving in and 
out of oncoming traffic as I tried to get a grip on my panic. My 
heart pounded in my chest as a flash of my body, fresh from a car 
wreck, surfaced in my imagination. They’d haul my carcass out of 
the bug-infested wreckage, no doubt disgusted to see someone 
driving with a car that was overloaded with insects. I was filthy, as 
I’d always suspected, and tried so hard not to be. My brother would 
come to collect my bug-spattered body, wondering how it all went 
so wrong. 

Air was suddenly difficult to suck through my lungs. I needed to 
find a safe place to pull over, but the moths were in my face. I 
thought it couldn’t get any worse, until something slimy slithered 
up my pant leg. I shrieked and kicked my right foot without 
thinking, slamming on the gas by accident. The moths began to 
flutter around the car, giving me a glimpse of the road I was 
swerving down more precariously than Evil Knievel had a right to. 

I hadn’t seen the half-naked, brown-skinned, mid-thirties dude 
standing in the middle of the road next to a gray wolf. 

Like, a legit wolf. 

My brain processed things in the wrong order when I caught 
sight of what looked like hundreds of fat worms crawling all over 
the man’s muddy skin. My foot scrambled for the brake, stomping 
down too late, I was certain. Without meaning to, I screamed and 
shut my eyes like a baby, praying I didn’t hit the guy and fling his 
bug-riddled body into a swift death. 

I braced myself for the crash, but it never came. 

When Terence the Taurus screeched to a halt, it took a solid 
three seconds before I could open my eyes to take in what damage 
I’d done. Quick as I could, I pulled off to the side with shaking 
fingers and a scared whimper, grateful the road was fairly deserted 
at this time of day. 

I scrambled out of my car and crashed through the green and 
brown bramble that lined the roadside, leaving the door wide open 
to escape the bug-stuffed vehicle. It was either that I permitted the 
bugs to infest me or that I let the wolf eat me, and I was too turned 
around to make anything like an educated decision. I had to locate 
the dude I’d almost hit and make sure he was okay. Before I could 
turn my head to the street, I closed my mouth through a terrified 
scream when bugs poured out of my car, flying and scurrying 
toward the open road. The cloud of insects dissipated out into the 


sparse bits of nature behind me and across the street. The creepy- 
crawly army was now cloaked behind trees and a few knee-high 
bushes. 

The dude was gone. I mean, simply vanished, as was the wolf. 
They’d been in the middle of the road, plain as day, but looking 
around now, they were nowhere. The man’s brown skin, tall 
physique and broad, naked shoulders should have been easy to pick 
out, especially factoring in that he’d been covered in streaks of mud 
and worms. And how exactly was a large gray wolf supposed to up 
and disappear, like some kind of twisted magic trick? They were 
gone. I mean, just utterly nowhere. 

I clawed at the backs of my hands as my anxiety hit a new level. 
My perfect car had been polluted so horribly, and I almost killed 
someone in the mess of it all. I sunk to my knees, hugged my 
middle and rocked myself on the side of the road. “I’m not crazy. 
I’m not crazy,” I chanted over and over to myself. The fear that I 
was insane was never all that far off, but hallucinations were a new 
one. Usually it was only my OCD that kept me dosed with a healthy 
fear of being hauled away if it all got to be too much. 

If I got to be too much. 

I took my sweet time calming myself down. I focused on 
steadying my breaths and summoning up all the mantras my 
brother and sister had drilled into my head over the years. They’d 
done everything so I wouldn’t be the crazy girl, rocking herself on 
the side of the road. I didn’t have it in me to tell them they might’ve 
failed. 

When it dawned on me that there was a wolf roaming about, my 
trembling legs finally found their way back into my car. I looked 
around, noticing with surprise that the interior was shockingly 
clean. There was no trace of the insect invasion anywhere. I knew 
my meds didn’t have anything resembling a hallucinatory side 
effect on the warning label, but the whole ordeal was so confusing; 
I was starting to wonder how much of my spluttering brain was 
firing correctly. 

“October!” 

I scrambled to retrieve my phone, wiping it down first so the 
floor germs didn’t attack my face when I pressed the device to my 
cheek. I didn’t know how long my brother had been calling for me. 
“Ollie?” 

“What happened?” he thundered, fear controlling his oft- 


swinging temper. 

My eyes darted to the road nervously, as if I was hiding a dime 
bag under my seat. I didn’t want the world to know I was dirty, that 
bugs had crawled in my car. “I, um, I saw a bug. A few bugs, 
actually.” I swallowed, not wanting my brother, of all people, to 
think I was filthy. “I dropped the phone because I had to slam on 
the brakes real quick. Something was in the road.” Or someone. 

Ollie calmed with my explanation. “You scared me. Are you 
alright?” 

“T think so.” My voice came out pinched as I worked out the 
next words I couldn’t keep from spilling out of me. “I don’t want 
you to ever send me to a mental hospital, Ollie. Promise me.” 

My brother’s reply came out slow and practiced. “You know I 
would never send you away. If you feel yourself tipping over the 
edge, I’ll come get you, and you'll stay in New York with me. 
Nowhere safer. Then we can be crazy together.” 

I breathed a gust of relief that the world was still spinning on its 
usual axis. There were no more bugs, no one who was almost 
murdered by my mid-motor freak-out, and my brother was coming 
home next week for a visit. Everything would be alright. I had 
plenty of sanitizer in my glovebox to clean up the mess I’d managed 
to escape. “Okay. Thank you. I think I’m alright now.” 

Ollie was patient with me, and never condescending. “October, 
your car is clean. You don’t need to worry about a little dust and a 
couple of ants.” 

I pinched the bridge of my nose and let out a steady exhale. 
“You're right. Tell me you’ll be there for Bev’s special dinner next 
week.” 

I could hear the softness that only came when Ollie smiled. “Are 
you kidding? You’re my favorite person. I wouldn’t miss it for the 
world.” 


Two. 
Bev’s Special Things 


“O 
ctober Grace, could you stop being useless, 


and pass me that clip?” Bev looked at herself in the 
sliver of mirror that was visible through the mountains 
of clutter. There was a coat hanging on the edge of the 
broken profile-length glass, and a pink hat with a coffee- 
stained, crumpled flower on the brim that had seen 
better days. Something had nested in the brim, and left a 
brown trail behind as a sweet, sweet memory of what 


the hat could’ve been. 

I looked around my mama’s mobile home for the clip she 
wanted with the practiced patience of the dutiful daughter I was. If 
there was a superhero outfit for shutting up and smiling, I would 
have it in five different colors, with a cape or something, so 
everyone would know of my shutting up powers without me having 
to say a word. Some people were good at weightlifting; I was good 
at smiling through the discomfort. 

“Which clip do you want, Bev? They’re all so pretty.” It wasn’t 
easy to find a clip in the chaos. Each one that littered the thigh-high 
pile to the left of the door in Bev’s bedroom was in a state of 
disrepair, or had been covered in some sort of animal mess. I kept 
my fingers tight inside my hospital gloves, my face composed 
through my internal wince. Nasty as she might turn, I just couldn’t 
let Bev put rat feces in her hair, no matter how pretty her clips were 


once brushed “clean”. 

Most nurses didn’t feel the need to have their own box of rubber 
gloves to carry around in their car, but most nurses didn’t have a 
mama like Bev. 

Bev teased her thin blonde bangs so they had a little life in 
them. The rest of her hair had endured a good brush-through at the 
insistence of her comb that was missing about nine teeth. She held 
out her hand expectantly to me without moving her gaze from the 
mirror. “Grab me something pink. There’s a rose-ish one with pearls 
I was looking for the other day. Can you find it?” 

I gave a good representation of searching for the accessory. I 
breathed through my mouth to avoid the sharp sting of ammonia 
that permeated my pores from all the rodent and feral cat 
excrement. I looked toward the mountain of clothing that stretched 
to the ceiling. To the left of it was the pile of torn and ratted towels 
that were precariously perched atop a busted record player Bev had 
sworn that she was “just about to fix” ever since I was a kid. I fished 
through the sea of garbage at my feet that climbed up to my thighs 
in spots. 

I reached past the doorstopper that was actually just a large 
white rock. The rock was older than I was, but it still lit up when I 
touched it. Bev could never get it to light up, but swore it was still a 
good doorstopper. Try getting her to put the doorstop outside with 
the other rocks, and she’d throw the biggest Southern Belle fit you’d 
ever seen. So the light-up white rock with jagged edges stayed put 
in the doorway of trash. Well, to me and everyone else in the world 
it was garbage; to Bev it was all her “special things”. 

I had an affinity for lavender-scented antibacterial hand 
sanitizer, so to each her own, I guess. 

I cast around the larvae-infested area that had her discarded 
yogurt containers. “No, I don’t see your rose clip. How about this 
one? It would look pretty with your shirt.” I lifted a gray clip from 
the mess, swallowing my creeping anxiety at the maggots that 
squiggled and squirmed when my gloved hand swept near them. I 
knew how to approach the wildlife that had taken up residence in 
Bev’s singlewide mobile home. Give them a good warning, and they 
scattered for fear of being taken away from their golden 
opportunity. No one tried to kill them here. No one bothered. For 
each cockroach, maggot or spider exterminated, there were 
hundreds more to take their place. It was the best life ever for them. 


Not so much for humans. 

I made the mistake of drawing in a breath through my nose and 
winced. It wasn’t the stench — which was abominable, make no 
mistake. The thing that stung me were the memories that swirled 
up inside of me like vomit. Every can of rotting tuna, cat food 
container, aerosol can and broken bathroom fixture swelled 
together to sing me its symphony of neglect. 

Pungent neglect smelled like childhood, and I wanted no part of 
that. 

I exhaled out the stink my memories clung to before I was 
paralyzed by the mental image of my four-year-old self in the 
refuse. Ollie and Allie had waded through the chaos to play hide- 
and-go-seek with me when I was little, and they pretended to be 
young for my sake. My older brother and sister, I loved. But Bev 
and the ammonia that rotted my soul and turned my stomach? Not 
so much. 

I sucked down the sour memories and reached for Ollie’s mantra 
that never failed me: keep your chin up, take it slow. This was second 
only to the ever-helpful: life is messy, and that’s okay. That was 
enough to keep me rooted in the waste, not abandoning Bev to her 
devices, as Ollie and Allie had done long ago. If I were a 
manipulative hoarder, I would need someone to not ditch me. I 
would want someone who knew my secrets but didn’t run. I 
couldn’t control Bev, but I could control myself. I had to live with 
myself every day, and I knew I couldn’t do that if I turned my back 
on my mama, mentally ill as she was. 

Today the cockroaches weren’t prone to scatter. Instead, they 
inched toward me, like they were listening in on our boring talk. 
There were two neat little rows of them watching me, just as they 
had been doing last week in my car. I’d tried to write that off as a 
bad daydream, but here it was, happening all over again. My head 
whipped around in paranoia to check for a row of ants or eyebrow- 
looking caterpillars, but there weren’t any in sight. The cockroaches 
barely fidgeted in the normal insect way, but instead stood still, like 
watchful little soldiers waiting for me to do or say something 
interesting. 

These cockroaches weren’t afraid of the bare bulb that shone 
overhead. For some reason, that little tidbit made a whimper catch 
in my throat. Usually they scattered like cockroaches are supposed 
to from any kind of illumination, but these ones, like the bugs last 


week, seemed sentient, controlled somehow. 

Cinderella got birds that braided her hair. I apparently got 
cockroaches watching my every move. I rock. 

My body wanted to shiver at the disgust coursing through me, 
but my brain had suppressed the need for that particular release. It 
had been too many years. The carpet in Bev’s room had been a 
dusty rose color once upon a time, but now was a squishy brown 
underneath the piles of things, trash, newspapers and animal 
droppings. 

Bev stabbed the gray clip into her perfectly poised blonde hair 
as if she hated her skull and wanted to inflict pain upon it. She 
tilted her head and admired her colorful and precise makeup job in 
the smudgy mirror. She wore her usual Barbie pink eyeshadow, 
bright pink lipstick on thin lips, and complimented the look by 
applying thick, black mascara to convince herself she had long 
eyelashes, like Allie and I had gotten, but she’d never had. I don’t 
know how she always managed to look so put together, when she 
could barely see her reflection. “Wow, you're right. That does look 
pretty. Pll have to find that pink pearl one, though. If you see it, let 
me know.” 

“Will do.” 

Her voice turned sharp, as she tended to do on a dime. “Don’t 
steal it, now.” 

I chewed on the correction I’d never needed from her. “Of 
course not, Bev. No one’s going to steal your special things. Can we 
go?” I had someone to see, and every minute spent waiting in the 
mess felt like twenty minutes wasted. 

“Now, now. Hush up, October Grace. Your brother’s traveled all 
the way from New York to see us. He ain’t going nowhere.” She 
adjusted her pants that I still couldn’t believe were stark white 
without noticeable stains on them. “In fact, for staying away for 
three years, let’s say we make Ollie wait another fifteen minutes.” 

The stubbornness was already starting. I knew it would. There 
was too much baggage to be discreetly shoved under the rug. Not 
that there was a rug visible, or that another piece of crap could fit 
in the mobile home, but you get the picture. “Ollie’s already on his 
way there, so we’ve got to get going.” I’d been standing in the one 
clear space that was exactly large enough for one twenty-two-year- 
old woman, if she kept her arms at her sides and didn’t move much. 
I feared the massacre a sneeze could do. In fact, I feared breathing 


at all, but gave in to the hazardous habit with a grudging grimace. 

A line of ants skittered across my black sneakers. Someone new 
to the dysfunction might have made the rookie mistake of 
shuddering, and thus, would bring more rubble down upon her 
head. I knew to let the ants pass as I choked down a whine. I had 
tucked my jeans into my socks, so I knew the damage was only 
psychological. 

Luckily, ’d been bred for enduring psychological damage. It was 
one of my many superpowers. 

Today, much like the cockroaches, the ants stopped their 
progression, formed two rows, and paused to stare at me, as the 
ones in the car had done. There wasn’t accusation at me being 
associated with the clutter. They merely looked at me with 
curiosity, as if studying my mental state. 

I was personifying insects, so I guessed my mental state wasn’t 
all that great. I had a good many patients at the prison I worked at 
who saw things that weren’t real, but as I looked down at the ants 
tilting their miniature heads up at me, I knew I wasn’t imagining 
things. Finally they seemed to confer with each other about 
something and went on their merry way to the never-ending pile of 
garbage for their day’s feast. One woman’s trash is an army of ants’ 
treasure. 

I wondered, not for the first time, if my doses of crazy were from 
my father’s genetics - whoever and wherever he was. 

“T can’t stand that he’s meeting us there and we have to drive 
ourselves the whole way.” Bev spoke the word “drive” like it’d been 
rude to her. I started to worry that our long-awaited reunion would 
devolve into the cattiness that usually exploded once Bev decided 
she had good reason to be offended. It was that stellar Southern 
pride that she wore like a County State Fair blue ribbon on her 
chest. Her self-importance always managed to annihilate even the 
most perfect days. “I don’t know why your brother doesn’t come 
here. I mean, this was his home, too.” 

I knew better than to answer the obvious. Bev didn’t see the 
chaos; she only saw a sea of treasures. Growing up with next to 
nothing made Beverly Jo Reese that much fonder of the things she 
could now afford on her meager salary as a receptionist for the 
smallest real estate office in northern Georgia. 

“T don’t know,” I lied. “But Ollie hasn’t come to see us in years, 
so let’s try to get along, okay? Just for one day, Bev.” 


Okay, that was another lie. Ollie came back at least twice a year 
to visit me. But Bev didn’t need to know about that. It would only 
hurt her, and I didn’t want to do that. 

“When am I not nice? Honey pie, I’ll have you know that Jeanie 
came out of the bathroom with the back of her skirt tucked into her 
hose, and I didn’t say a thing.” Before I could comment that any 
friend would’ve told Jeanie to her face instead of talking about it 
after the fact, I remembered that manners like those were lost on 
Bev. 

“Did you leave your change of clothes in your car, honey pie?” 
Bev tore her gaze from her reflection and zeroed in on me. I gulped, 
understanding a cornered animal’s urge to bolt by any means 
necessary. “Well, go ahead and get changed, October Grace. I'll 
wait.” 

I looked down past my unzipped lavender hoodie to my “I heart 
Pee-Wee Herman” blue fitted t-shirt. ’'d worn the jeans without 
holes in the knees in anticipation of not being at the prison, 
stitching up inmates for a whole weekend. There was really no 
point in having pretty nails or fancy hairstyles, pulling the hours I 
normally did. Since I had very little life, I worked ten-hour shifts six 
days a week. Or maybe that was why I had very little life. I couldn’t 
decide which was the chicken and which was the egg at this point. 
The job kept me occupied, and more than paid the few bills I 
acquired. However, I had precious little need for nice clothing, so I 
wore what I liked in the few moments not clad in blue hospital 
scrubs. “I’m already dressed, Bev. This is what I’m wearing.” 

Bev wrinkled her nose in distaste. Her home did not offend her, 
but her daughter’s lack of social propriety always did. “You and 
Oliver are meeting my special guy today. Could you put in a little 
bit of effort? A ponytail? Really? When’s the last time you got your 
hair done? I’m just saying.” 

Bev was always “just saying.” 

“And maybe try to do something about your face. No makeup? 
Really? Maybe you could get away with that when you were eleven, 
but you’re in your twenties now. Your skin tone’s uneven. Makes 
me absolutely cringe when I look at you too close.” 

My cheeks heated, but I kept my mouth shut and my eyes 
downward. I tried to soothe the sting her words left me with by 
reminding myself that Bev had a problem, and there was nothing to 
be done about that, other than to be kind and try not to piss her off 


too badly. 

The swarming flies congregated nearby for their afternoon meal 
of putrefied food and animal crap. When I shifted too near their 
treasure, a handful of flies landed on my forearm, watching me like 
a dog watches its master. The little guys were also somehow too 
focused on my every movement, which freaked me out a little bit. I 
didn’t want to be queen of the flies, but I didn’t have the heart to 
shake them off. They weren’t being annoying. They couldn’t help 
how they looked. You know, totally gross. I would need a ton of 
hand sanitizer after this. 

Bev was still ramping up on all the things she hated about me, 
which I guess I asked for by not looking nice. “If you don’t wear any 
rings or jewelry at all, you’re never going to catch a man. They’re 
going to think you’re simple. No man’s going to spend money on a 
simple girl. Is that what you want? Are you simple, October Grace? 
And what did I tell you about wearing jeans?” 

“That my butt won’t attract a husband if I insist on covering it 
up.” I sighed, staring up at the ceiling. “You’re right. I’m sorry, Bev. 
But you know, your new guy’s going to want to see you. The rest of 
us are just there to shake his hand and sit in the background. You’re 
the one he’s been emailing and dating for six months. Hopefully he 
doesn’t care about my butt.” 

Her tone was a knife cutting on the edges of my psyche. “Well, if 
you don’t throw your boobs in his face like you did Gideon, then 
that’ll be true.” 

I cringed, but didn’t bother to correct her. Instead I crossed my 
arms over my sizeable breasts and hoped Pee-Wee Herman could 
de-amplify anything that might stand out. Pee-Wee Herman was 
good like that. 

“And people say you can’t find a good guy online. Do you know 
how many profiles I had to wade through? I don’t want to speak ill 
about people I’ve never met, but there’s some real trash out there.” 

I was good at not saying what I was thinking, which was usually 
the perfect thing to say around Bev. “He sounds nice.” 

“You'll love Ezra. He’s wonderful. Handsome, loaded and holds 
the door open like a gentleman. He’ll probably be too polite to tell 
you that you look like a slob in that outfit. He won’t even tell you 
not to stand like a man or to stop slouching.” Her tone cracked me 
like the sting of a belt. “October Grace, if I’ve told you once, I’ve 
told you a thousand times; stand up straight!” 


“Yes, ma’am.” I obeyed immediately, but the onset of her fight 
voice made the backs of my arms start to itch. “Ezra sounds great. 
You should be with someone who makes you happy.” 

She deflated at my compliance. “Ezra’s wonderful. He bought 
me this.” She displayed the gold necklace with a floating ruby that 
hung just above her obvious cleavage. It was more tasteful than her 
usual jewelry, which often sent oglers straight to her bounty like a 
giant neon sign that flashed “Eat at Joe’s”. 

I’m not sure why, but every time she said his name, all I could 
picture was a stooped elderly man with his hooked nose in a dusty 
book. Bev was nearing fifty, but Ezra sounded like an old guy name. 
I truly hoped he was close to her age. The last one she’d been taken 
with had been in his late twenties, and had graduated high school 
the year before Ollie. Ollie was eight years older than me, but even 
at my younger age, I knew that was weird. Bug carcasses I could 
suppress my shiver through, but Gideon? Dude still gave me the 
creeps. Gideon worked at a fast food joint just outside of town, that 
now I made sure to avoid. He’d asked me to call him Big Daddy 
once. 

I hadn’t meant to punch him, but that was the last of the Big 
Daddy talk. It was much harder for him to stare at my boobs with 
one eye swollen shut. Yet, I learned, still not impossible. 

Bev turned from her precarious perch in her garbage utopia to 
examine me with a discontented sigh. It was laden with all the 
things her pageant failure of a daughter could’ve been, but wasn’t. 
You wouldn’t think those pageant judges would frown on seven 
curse words in the middle of your stars and stripes song, but 
apparently that was the quickest ticket off the pageanting circuit. 
Mission accomplished. I’d lost the pageant, but I’d won my freedom 
from being a six-year-old girl teetering precariously in high heels 
and smeared in what felt like clown makeup. 

“Well, I guess your outfit will have to do. I hope Oliver didn’t 
wear jeans. Ugh, you kids. I have to do everything for you. I don’t 
want Ezra to think we're trash.” 

I climbed over the mountain of clothes, ducked under the 
overhang of drying newspapers, squeezed through the two walls of 
debris in various shades of decay and rot to the door — otherwise 
known as the escape route. My own personal ticket to paradise. 


Three. 
Beauty Tips from 
Bev 


I he fresh air hit me like a slice through my lungs. I 


could smell earth, tires and trees through the clean 
breeze that chased away all the horrors I’d grown almost 
immune to. 

From the neighbor’s yard, my favorite pit bull bounded up to 
me, tail wagging and janky teeth smeared with drool and blood 
from a dead bird he dropped at my feet. Most people were afraid of 
Sandy because he attacked a few people. Okay, more than a few. 
But he was a sweetheart, loveable and cuddly if you could get past 
the drool and the teeth. And the scars from fighting other animals. 
And the teeth. Sandy sat in front of me and wagged his tail, yipping 
like a puppy, though some of my earliest memories were of playing 
with him when I was a girl, pretending to be a dog so I could 
scamper alongside him. 

I hoped the wolf I’d accidentally almost hit was okay. 

“Hi, baby! You doing okay out here?” Sandy’s barks seemed 
laced with a warning, but I couldn’t decipher anything more 
specific than that. “Man, I missed you.” Sandy always appreciated 
the hearty scratch behind his ears. 

“October Grace, get up and stop playing with that mutt! Git! 
Git!” She swung at Sandy with her purse. Luckily she had terrible 
aim. Sandy had never attacked my family, which I appreciated, 


even though he had every right to defend himself against Bev’s 
purse. 

“Bev, it’s fine. He just wanted to say hello.” I buried my face in 
Sandy’s neck, and for a second, I heard him sigh contentedly, as if 
he needed the contact as much as I did. Some weeks, Sandy was my 
only hug. Some months, even. “I missed you, boy.” 

I kissed Sandy on the top of the head, giving his neck a hug that 
didn’t make me once think of the germs I knew were crawling all 
over him. I loved Sandy. Love was funny like that —- erased a myriad 
of otherwise insurmountable obstacles. One more kiss, and I led 
him back to his yard, retying the useless rope that never held. 

Bev sniffed at Terence the Taurus as she slid into the passenger’s 
seat. “I don’t know why you had to spend so much money on a new 
car. Such a waste. I drive past half a dozen used cars being sold on 
the side of the road for probably a fraction of what this set you 
back. Do you know how many things you could’ve bought with the 
difference? You could’ve bought nice pants, for one. Perhaps a pair 
of shoes that aren’t tennis shoes? Maybe some makeup to cover 
over all that?” She motioned to my face that was always a bother to 
her. I didn’t mean to shrink, but my neck disappeared into my 
shoulders like a turtle. I don’t know why I let that dig cut me, but 
Bev didn’t miss a beat. “What you really need is a total makeover. 
Honestly, it’s like you want to parade around your worst features. 
I’m just saying, is all.” Then she turned to me with a syrupy 
expression after buckling her seatbelt, and I knew she was going to 
ask me for something. “Honey pie, I’m a little short on the lot fee 
this month. Any chance you have a little extra?” 

I shrugged apologetically, balling up my toes in my shoes to 
hide my discomfort. Loaning Bev money was against the rules. 
Ollie, Allie and I had concrete laws we’d agreed to, and no matter 
how much I didn’t mind helping Bev out, I couldn’t disobey Ollie 
like that. “Sorry, Bev. I wish I could, but I’m tapped out.” 

“What’d you spend all your money on? I hope it was something 
good, if you can’t spare a couple hundred bucks to help out your 
mama.” 

“A harmonica,” I lied, reaching for anything at all. Obviously, 
the wrong thing. I wasn’t great at lying on the spot to Bev. 

“You spent hundreds of dollars on a harmonica?” 

I swallowed. “It was a really nice one. And it wasn’t hundreds. I 
just don’t have any extra this month. I really am sorry.” The being 


sorry part was true. I wished I could manage Bev’s finances and 
help her when she was short, but Ollie and Allie had been firm. No 
money to Bev. I cleared my throat. “Um, so your new guy sounds 
great. You haven’t been this excited about anyone in a while.” 

She clasped her hands together, temporarily forgiving me for 
blowing my life’s savings on my fictional harmonica. “Oh, I can’t 
wait for you all to meet Ezra!” 

In her girliness, I forgave her for the slight on my wardrobe I 
had bought because I loved. I forgave her for talking down about 
Terence the Taurus, who’d been faithful to my butt when Bev 
couldn’t be because she is who she is. She was happy, and despite 
all the crap she’d put us through, I wanted a slice of girly fun for 
her. One of us should be young. She’d always been better at being 
young, anyway. 

As I started down the dusty street, Bev pulled down the visor to 
make sure the slight breeze didn’t dare rise up against her perfect 
hairdo. “You know what you need? A boyfriend. How’s that little 
Mexican boy you see on and off? Juan? Pedro? Jose?” 

“Beto,” I reminded her. “He’s Puerto Rican, and we’re off again.” 

“Oh, well that’s what happens when you wear jeans that don’t 
give the poor boy something to look at. I’m not sure how you 
managed to keep him for so long in the first place.” 

“T dunno. I’ll have to take notes from you, since you seem so 
over the moon with Ezra.” It was always safest to switch the 
conversation around so Bev was the star. I liked to watch her shine 
anyways. She had a bright smile that, when it wasn’t vindictive or 
phony, was actually very pretty. By the number of sincere grins of 
anticipation she’d worn this morning alone, I could tell she was 
really into this guy. 

Bev was fussing in the mirror with her hair, and wondering 
aloud when I would consider getting highlights to get those 
“disgusting brown notes” out of my hair so it could lean more 
toward my auburn tones. “But then you might look too red-headed, 
and we can’t have that, either. Blonde. Blonde’s safest. What man 
can’t keep his hands off a blonde?” She laughed, and I tried to get 
my smile in place for her. She liked me best when I laughed at her 
jokes. 

Man, I prayed they were jokes. 

Bev’s pinched nose wrinkled as she eyed a piece of hair that 
inched out of place. She snuck up on the errant hair like a ninja and 


stabbed it with a spare pin from her pocket. “October Grace, could 
you be a love and see if you have any more pins in your purse? I 
need another.” 

“Oh, here you go.” I pulled one from my hair and handed it to 
her. Each half mile of distance from the trailer calmed my unsteady 
heart rate by a necessary degree. 

Bev pointed out each used car by the side of the road on the 
hour-long drive east, mentioning how much better a buy they 
would have been than my new car. 

I scratched the back of my hand as I drove, taking out my stress 
on my skin, as usual. I’d discarded my gloves on my way out of the 
hoard, so they weren’t there to save me from germs, or from myself. 
The scrapes had healed since I’d checked in on Bev last week, but 
they opened afresh after only an hour spent helping her get ready. 
Pinpricks of blood started to show on the back of my hand, and 
somehow the red felt good. Right, in a way. It was the one thing 
that felt like breath in the familial land of suffocation I had yet to 
figure out how to extract myself from. Ollie and Allie were smart. 
They got out. Every time I told myself something Bev did or said 
was the last straw, my conscience tore at me and brought me back. 
Bev had no one. She needed someone to take care of her. Ollie and 
Allie didn’t see it that way. They had this notion that the parents 
should take care of the kids. Maybe in a perfect world, sure. 

“Why do you need all those buttons on the dash? I feel like I’m 
riding in a rocket ship. I bet you don’t know what half of those do. 
I’m just saying. I could’ve gotten you a better deal. Then you 
would’ve had money to help me out with my lot fee. Some kids care 
about their parents, is all.” 

“Tm sorry, Bev.” 

I had a lot on my mind, so after a few more criticisms, I went to 
that happy place where Bev’s voice turned to white noise. I knew it 
was best to ignore her instead of hope or expect some sort of 
change. 

My teeth were on edge, but it wasn’t from Bev’s home, her 
mouth, or her erratic pffts when she saw something she didn’t like 
out the window. I was most anxious to see Ollie. 

Oliver Reese hadn’t been home in months — though if Bev asked, 
it would be years since he’d ventured back to Georgia. The three of 
us used to live together - my brother, sister and me. Then it got to 
be too much for Ollie and Allie. My big brother left Bev and her 


house of hoarding for the fresh air in New York. Really the fresh air 
could’ve been blowing any which way, so long as it was a plane 
ride away from Bev. Ollie had a harder time letting go of the little 
things than I did. Now he was an investment broker, and a good 
one at that. He was always throwing around words like IRA, Roth, 
and compound interest. I pretty much just wrote him a check and 
let him invest it however he felt like. 

“Now when we get inside, it would be helpful if you didn’t call 
me Bev. I know that’s how we work, but I think it would put him 
off if my own daughter didn’t call me ‘Mama’.” 

Considering coloring my hair was one thing, but she’d never 
liked being reminded that she was a mother, or that I was her 
daughter. “Um, I guess that would be alright. Just for today?” 

“Just around him. I don’t want to be a Mama unless it’s around 
him. He likes that kind of thing.” 

Yes, Ezra likes that whole being a parent thing. What an oddity. I tell 
you what, the second he asks me to call him Big Daddy, I’m heading 
home. 

“Okay, Mama,” I forced out. “You look real nice.” It was true; 
she always put herself together like a beauty queen. I took a deep 
breath and donned a pleasant smile that I tried to feel. I knew I 
shouldn’t let Bev get to me. She didn’t know any better, and I did. 

My GPS gave me another robotic command, which I obeyed. I 
don’t know why the female robot voice always struck me as funny, 
but I giggled under my breath at the serious way she 
mispronounced the name of the highway. My smile was too quick, 
my chuckle too audible. I swallowed the sigh I wanted to exhale 
when Bev started harping about too much technology making a 
person sterile. “Not that you’ve got to worry about that. I mean, 
you'll probably be old and gray by the time you find someone 
who'll settle down with you. It’s all about hiding your flaws. You 
just flaunt yours,” Bev scolded me with a tsk at my outfit. “I mean, 
just look at your clothes. Do you want people to think you’re 
simple, colorblind and poor? Honestly, it’s like you want to die 
alone.” 

I swallowed down the thing I’d come to terms with long ago, but 
never loved when it was voiced. “That’s good advice. I’ll try harder 
next time. Maybe I’ll wear something pink.” I played hardball with 
her favorite color, hoping it would alleviate the tension only I could 
feel as I scraped at the skin on the backs of my hands. 


Four. 
Ezra’s Hugs and 
Keebler Elves 


I wasn’t sure what I expected of Ezra. I guess my mind 


went to an old, lonely, short, squat unshaven troll who 
peruses online dating profiles using a picture of his 
years-old high school face photo-shopped with Channing 
Tatum’s body instead of his own. 

Ezra Manaul was nothing like I anticipated, which I guess was a 
good thing. In fact, from the time he greeted my mother with a 
hearty hug and a respectful kiss to the cheek, he did nothing but 
surprise me. 

My mouth dropped open when we walked over the threshold 
and into the residence. To call it a residence is like referring to 
Scarlet O’Hara’s house as a cute colonial. Ezra had a lavish house to 
rival Tara set on at least thirty acres of rolling greens. 

Ollie and I exchanged looks that spanned every emotion from 
confusion to hope to utter dread that Bev would be found out to be 
the griping hoarder she was. She was good at putting on the normal 
for a crowd; I only hoped I could do the same. I stood up straighter 
and brushed my face with a pleasant smile, trying not to run from 
this place where I clearly didn’t belong. 

Ezra had the air of Father Christmas to him, wrapped in the 
body of a sandy-haired, well-built, late-forties magazine model for 
golf clubs and teeth whitener or something. He kissed Bev’s cheek 


respectfully, a glow of adoration in his eye when he greeted his 
girlfriend. It was sweet, which was a new thing for me to see on 
Bev. 

Ezra refused Ollie’s hand on principle, instead engulfing him in a 
hug that made my brother’s eyes bug out. “Oliver! I’ve heard so 
much about you.” His British accent threw me, even though Bev 
had mentioned it a few times. “Beverly talks about how proud she is 
of you constantly. I feel as if I know you already.” 

This was news to Ollie, since Bev had never once told him she 
was proud of his choices, but used his preferences to berate him at 
every turn. The hug lasted two seconds, and I could see Ollie 
turning purple with confusion and a distinct get-this-person-off-me 
plea. “Really? Wow. Well, it’s nice to meet you, Mr. Manaul. Or is it 
Manuel? It wasn’t clear over the phone.” 

“Tt’s whatever you feel like calling me, including ‘your servant’, 
which is what I am for the three of you tonight.” Ezra was 
overjoyed to see us. His blond hair was well-groomed, short on top 
and brushed to the side. He was dressed in country club best. His 
nails were manicured, and his face was lined in that handsome way 
that only the wealthy manage to age. Then, just when I thought he 
had to be too perfect, he shot Ollie an “I’m really not a pretentious 
tool” conspiratorial look and said, “My friends call me Ezra, if 
youre looking for a straight answer. And I do hope we become 
friends.” 

The house had marble half-pillars built into the walls of the 
foyer we stood in. For some reason even this small detail made me 
nervous, reminding me how completely out of my element I was. 
The polished floors shown like Cinderella had just waxed them 
herself. The vaulted ceilings seemed to reach up to Heaven to thank 
Ezra for being such a cool guy. 

I'd been content to lurk in the background while my mind 
continued to be blown in the fireworks that kept erupting. I mean, 
the man had an oil painting of a horse in his foyer, for crying out 
loud. Well, a centaur, I guess. Or a reverse centaur. The creature 
had a black horse head with a man’s body, and he was depicted 
fighting in a battle against evil Goblins, who had their claws raised 
before their inevitable defeat at the reverse centaur’s mighty sword. 

So not only was Ezra loaded, well-mannered and kind, he liked 
fantasy fiction, and didn’t care who knew it. I couldn’t help but take 
a shine to the guy. 


For the first time, I agreed with Bev. I was way underdressed 
and totally out of place. Even Ollie wore gray dress slacks and a 
lavender button-down shirt to try and look presentable. His auburn 
hair was short, but properly styled to make him look like he could 
fit in anywhere. I prayed my simple ponytail said the same thing 
about me. I shoved my hands in my pockets and hunched my 
shoulders inward. That was how I went invisible in my mind. It 
totally worked, too. People’s eyes tended to pass right over me 
when I looked at the ground and kept to myself. 

Ezra had other plans. “October Grace!” he crooned, as if my 
name was a song. The way he beamed when he said it, I wouldn’t 
much mind at all if it was. ’d never heard a Brit say my name 
before, but when Ezra did, I appreciated it anew. “You’re even 
lovelier than your pictures! Absolutely beautiful. You take after 
your mother in only the best of ways.” 

He was too perfect, which made me want to distrust him off the 
bat, but when he drew me in for a bone-crushing hug, I let go of 
one card in the deck I’d stacked against him, stiff though I was in 
his embrace. I didn’t so much like the germs, but I gritted my teeth 
through the slow death most people called “affection”, so as to 
appear normal. “I... Thanks, Ezra.” 

“Ezra!” he barked out a genuine laugh that filled the vaulted 
ceilings with levity as he released me. “I love it. I can tell we’ll be 
good friends already.” He motioned to the reverse centaur oil 
painting. “I see you’re admiring my art collection. Do you know 
much about Tikbalangs?” 

“Huh? No. I’m more of a vampire-werewolf-zombie-whatever’s- 
on-my-recommended-list kind of fantasy fan. Is a Tikbalang the 
reverse centaur guy?” 

Ezra seemed over the moon delighted that I was taking an 
interest in his fascinations. “Indeed, it is. This is the Battle of the 
Dark Hills in a magical land called Terraway. The Tikbalangs 
vanquished the last of the Elves and utterly devastated the Goblins, 
though the Goblin race managed to survive.” He pointed to the 
smaller, wrinkled creature with his claws raised. “That there’s a 
Goblin.” 

I nodded, impressed by how into his paintings he was. “What 
kind of Elves? Are we talking Orlando Bloom, Christmas or 
Keebler?” 

Ezra quirked his eyebrow at me, and then let out a laugh that 


told me I’d said something hilarious that caught him by surprise. 
“Beverly, you didn’t tell me what a quick wit your daughter is. 
Come in! Come in! You must be exhausted from the drive. Keebler 
Elves.” He shook his head and chuckled again. 

I wanted to blanch at the shmoozy words, but he looked so kind 
when he said them. I didn’t notice any hint of agenda poking 
through his broad smile. It had the air of a weather man’s charm 
mixed with the sincerity of a priest. 

Ezra proffered his elbow to Bev, and then offered his other to 
me. I’d not been led anywhere by a gentleman since I was a kid, 
and even then, I’m pretty sure Ollie had been doing it as a joke. I 
was anything but a proper lady. I was my guy friends’ dude friend, 
and my girlfriends’ nonthreatening pal who never stole the spotlight 
from them. 

I took Ezra’s arm, shrugging at Ollie’s wide eyes. Ezra wasn’t a 
figment of Bev’s imagination, and he was most certainly a hefty step 
up from our world. 

“Let me get you something to drink. Sweet tea? Lemonade? 
Arnold Palmer? Something stronger?” He winked at Bev, who 
actually blushed. I’d never seen Bev properly happy, but this was it. 
I could tell in the way he lit up when she touched his arm that he 
was smitten with her just as much as she was taken with him. I 
began to understand that the charm that had wooed Bev didn’t just 
emanate from Ezra’s wallet. I treasured a small smile when I 
realized that perhaps Bev was growing — wanting what was good for 
her, instead of seeking out train wrecks. 

If it wasn’t so weird, ’'d have been more verbal with my joy. As 
it was, Ollie and I were dumbstruck mutes Ezra led around the 
corner to the grandest living room I’d ever been in, complete with a 
fireplace. He handed us drinks that the maid - an actual maid - 
brought in for us. I felt sorely out of place, but Ezra didn’t seem to 
mind. In fact, Ezra treated Ollie and me like we were celebrities. 
Mute celebrities, but celebrities nonetheless. 

“The big apple, eh? You must be very good at your job if you’re 
working in an office there. Beverly tells me that you’re a junior 
broker?” 

“Yes, sir,” Ollie croaked out. 

“A junior broker after only three years at the company? Good 
for you. I admire a man who knows how to seize the best out of life 
and still manages to keep his head in the end. As your head’s firmly 


attached, I can see you’re doing a brilliant job.” 

I watched Ollie’s wide eyes and confusion give way to a 
perplexed nod and a humble “thank you, sir.” It broke my heart 
how unused to praise Ollie was. I tried to stuff kindness and 
adoration in the crevices of his personality whenever he wasn’t 
looking, but for the most part he managed to fend off compliments 
with a flip of a hand and suspicion that kindness usually came with 
motive. Ollie shifted on the oversized white leather couch next to 
me, radiating equal amounts of discomfort and surprised pleasure at 
the verbose accolades. 

After another ten entire minutes of singing Ollie’s praises, Ezra 
turned his attention to me. I wanted to fake that I had to run to the 
bathroom just to escape the sincerity in Ezra’s eyes and the 
thoughtfulness in his words, but thought panic might not bode well 
this early in the getting-to-know-you stage of things. 

It was a thing of luck that the maid came back into the living 
room, her wrinkled hands and face putting her age at right around 
seventy or so. She wore a simple black dress with the sleeves rolled 
up, and a white apron that didn’t dare have a stain on it. “Dinner’s 
served, Ezra.” 

“Thank you, Lynna. Lynna, this is Oliver James and October 
Grace, Bev’s charming children.” Though she looked like a servant, 
I noted that Ezra introduced her as if we were meeting a new 
friend, which endeared me to him even more. 

Lynna inclined her head to us, but her gaze fell on me, taking in 
more detail than I felt comfortable doling out to strangers. I 
straightened my shirt and lowered my chin as I stood, introverting 
afresh. 


Five. 
Painter, Playboy 
and Vampire 


W. followed Lynna to the dining room, where two 


men were sitting at the table with a slight waif of a 
woman. One of the guys had a square-shaped head and 
looked like he’d never smiled a day in his life. 

Bev beamed at the three. “Well, I didn’t realize Ezra had 
company hiding in here. I’m Bev.” 

The surly square-headed dude dipped his chin to Bev. “I’m 
Danny.” He introduced himself to us with no further explanation or 
interest in learning our names. Danny’s look of calculating disdain 
told us he didn’t want to be here, and knew our family didn’t 
belong with the Manauls. Couldn’t blame the guy for hitting it dead 
on the nose. 

The second guy was a toothpaste model or something that didn’t 
belong in real life. He set down the paperback he’d been leafing 
through and stood from where he’d been sitting across from Danny 
at the long table. He had a broad chest, messy black hair, angular 
features, high cheekbones, a chiseled jaw, and too many handsome 
things about his face for the rest of the world to have a fighting 
chance. As he looked over at us, I noted he had one cool blue eye 
and one gold eye that shone against his tousled black hair. 

I couldn’t stop staring. He was the caliber of sexy who could 
play a vampire on one of those teen television dramas. He wore a 


crooked smile that pulled up at the side when he saw us. It was the 
dimple in his left cheek that got me, making him look boyish, 
despite the fact that he was clearly several years older than me. 

Putting his book down, he extended his hand to Bev politely. 
“Pleasure to meet you, ma’am. I’m Von, Danny’s older brother. 
Ezra’s told us so much about you.” 

Of course they were both British. That sealed it. Von was the 
best looking guy I’d ever seen in real life. Add that to the fact that 
he’d been reading a worn paperback at the table, and I knew he’d 
be dangerous to any girl with a pulse. I kinda wanted to run very 
far away so I didn’t do something stupid. I settled for keeping my 
distance and lowering my chin to study my hands. 

Bruce Campbell was my favorite actor in the best movie of all 
time, and I knew if he could see me now, he would cringe at my 
bashfulness. Bruce Campbell would never shrink away from 
whatever cutie caught his eye. Give old Bruce two minutes, and 
she’d be laughing at one of his jokes, completely had by the twinkle 
in his eye. 

No, I was no Bruce Campbell. 

Bev produced a coy smile and shook her hot pink painted 
fingernail at the late twentysomething hottie. “Now, don’t you go 
starting with that ‘ma’am’ stuff. ’m not that much older than you.” 

Von inclined his head to her politely. “Indeed, you don’t look a 
day over thirty.” 

Ollie and I exchanged a “barf” expression and exhaled a familiar 
sigh of practiced patience. Bev was always on. It was the difference 
between introverts and extroverts. And the difference between Bev 
and us. 

Von wore jeans and a red t-shirt stretched across his lean but 
toned muscles that read “Nothing Tops the Hops”. “Pleasure to meet 
you all.” 

Danny grumbled as he placed his napkin on his lap. “Go back to 
your stupid book, Von. That’ll get the job done.” 

Though Von’s smile was light and his words entertaining, I could 
see a flicker of... something behind the song and dance. There was a 
tired edge to his grin, a shade of distance in his eyes that was 
palpable. I wondered if that was what I looked like when Bev cut 
me down and I pretended I didn’t hear it. 

Danny felt no such need to perform, and in fact looked allergic 
to smiling. I could only guess he was a bodybuilder around Ollie’s 


age. His short, cropped black hair made him look like military on 
leave. He had a thick neck and huge biceps. He clearly spent every 
available moment in the gym, and looked like he had never once 
cracked a joke in his life - only skulls. I decided to give Danny a 
wide berth. 

The girl next to Danny was a frail little thing, maybe only a 
couple years older than me, but the haunted look in her eyes made 
her appear like a little old lady, despite her youth. She had skin so 
pale, it appeared translucent, revealing blue veins under the paper- 
like skin. Her black hair was straight as a board and cut at her 
shoulders. I guessed from my years of sizing patients up with a look 
that saw past the lies people told all medical professionals, judging 
by her pallor and sunken-in dark eyes, she was a very sick woman. 

She wore an expensive pink dress that reminded me of the good 
old pageant days, only this was the sleeker young adult version I’d 
flunked out of. I noticed she was wearing nylons and heels, and 
sincerely felt for the girl whose dainty hands were clasped in front 
of her with a hopeful look on her face. She looked just as nervous as 
I’m sure I did. My own hands were gripping each other and tearing 
at the flesh on my knuckles. She shot me a small smile, which I 
returned before looking down at my hands again. 

Ezra motioned to the girl with a sweeping arm. “This is Mariang. 
My daughter’s the most beautiful twenty-four-year-old in all of 
Georgia, yeah? And Danny’s her boyfriend. He’s a_ brilliant 
groundskeeper. One of the best.” I could see the glint of nerves in 
Ezra’s eyes and posture. His voice went a little higher as he 
introduced his daughter and her boyfriend, and I realized that we 
weren't the only ones who were anxious to make a good 
impression. That made me relax a little. We were perhaps still a 
stone’s throw away from playing board games together, but with 
the right aim, a stone’s throw isn’t all that far. 

“Shall we?” Ezra said to the room, pulling out the seat at the 
foot of the table for Bev like a gentleman. It was a nice thing to 
watch. An odd thing, but a nice one. Her ex-guy Gideon had never 
even taken her on a real date (he was more the straight to the 
bedroom while leering at Allie and me kind of jackhole), but with 
Ezra, it seemed he knew the steps that needed to be taken to secure 
a prize. 

Despite everything, I wanted Bev to be with a man who saw her 
as a prize. Maybe then she’d start treating others with that same 


kind of respect. 

Dinner was roasted goose with a cranberry reduction served 
alongside roasted garlic-laden vegetables. ’'d been planning on 
slapping together a sandwich for my dinner, so this was definitely a 
step up. 

Ollie was better at being social, so he fielded most of the 
questions, letting me enjoy my dinner. Ollie was on my right, and 
Von at my left, with Mariang and Danny seated across from us. 
Danny kept shooting me calculating scowls that erased my appetite, 
though everything looked and smelled amazing. 

I’d watched Lynna pour red wine into my glass without touching 
the stemware, so I knew that didn’t have finger germs on it. Von 
was drinking what looked like a frill-less Bloody Mary. When he 
caught me studying the glass, he put it on his left next to his book, 
further from my view and cleared his throat. 

Bev narrowed her eyes at me, warning me not to blow it all for 
her. “Honey pie, Ezra was talking to you.” 

I turned to look at the kindest aqua eyes I’d ever seen. Ezra 
made me want to confess all my secrets, which on instinct told me 
to keep my mouth stapled shut. “I’m sorry, sir. What were you 
saying?” 

“T was wondering if you wanted different silverware.” 

My eyes widened as I plopped down the fork I’'d been polishing 
without realizing it. I'd only cleaned it twice, which I knew wasn’t 
enough, but I didn’t want to tip my crazy hand too soon. “No, sir. I 
think I’m just nervous, is all. ’m sorry.” 

Ezra relaxed, now that he knew I wasn’t upset. It was the first 
time I actually felt bad for my OCD inflicting itself upon someone 
else. Usually I only made myself miserable. “Oh. Well, we’re no one 
to be afraid of, I assure you.” 

Von pointed his fork across the table. “Now that’s just not true. 
Danny’s plenty terrifying. Breaks rocks with his teeth just for a 
laugh, he does. At least he balances it out with the Mr. Rogers 
sweater. Fetching, yeah? I was thinking of getting one for myself.” 

I shot Von half a smile, doing my best to relax and just be 
myself. “You might need to bedazzle yours. You’ve kind of got a flat 
personality. The rhinestones will help you stand out more. You’re 
just too shy.” 

“So she speaks.” Von squinted his golden eye at me, sizing me 


up. 


“T was planning on answering everything in song for you, but I 
wouldn’t want to make Danny dance at the dinner table. He looks 
like a Macarena type of guy.” 

Von smirked at me. “I like you.” 

I didn’t miss a beat with, “I don’t blame you,” which made Von 
throw his head back with a throaty laugh. 

I’d made the hot guy laugh. I win all the points ever. I could 
practically feel Bruce Campbell smiling, chucking me on the 
shoulder with a proud, “There’s my girl. You finally stopped 
hiding.” 

Danny clenched his fist around his fork, which flexed his 
swollen forearm muscle, earning a whistle from Von and a hoot 
from Bev. “How’s that for unintimidating? Does it look like I dance 
for a laugh?” 

Von turned his attention back to me. “What do you think? Am I 
as intimidating as Danny? I mean, if you were walking down the 
street and saw the two of us, which one would you be more afraid 
of?” 

I bit my lip at being put on the spot. “Oh, um probably you, but 
only because I’m not afraid of anyone who wears a cardigan on 
principle.” I pointed to Danny’s brown sweater that had a button 
missing near the top. Now he had an odd number of buttons. I 
didn’t much care for odd numbers. 

“Well spotted, new girl. Danny’s an utter love bug. Only you 
were wrong on the Macarena. Danny’s strictly into the ballet. You 
should see his pirouettes.” 

“Are they as graceful as yours?” 

Von’s dimple winked at me. “Almost.” 

I switched to Ezra to avoid incurring Danny’s wrath, which 
didn’t seem all that hard to do. “You have a gorgeous home, Ezra.” 

That’s right. ’'m being social. Better late than never, I guess. 

“Thank you, October Grace.” 

Bev spoke up from the queen’s place at the end of the table. 
“Honey pie, would you be a love and pass me the rolls when you’re 
through with them?” 

I looked around for the rolls, but Bev wasn’t talking to me. She 
held her hand out expectantly to Mariang, and my jaw dropped. 

Bev only ever called me honey pie. Granted, I would rather any 
other nickname, but it belonged to me. Aside from life, it was the 
only thing she’d ever given me. The wind felt knocked out of my 


lungs. I struggled to be cool and not let anyone know I had a gaping 
chest wound that was bleeding all over the table. It was my fault, 
really. ’'d given Bev a small amount of power. I’d let the name 
mean something precious to me, and now it was common. 

Ollie could always feel the daggers in my chest. I cleared my 
throat when he tapped his foot against mine under the table, 
straightening so I didn’t let anyone else sniff out my heartache. 
“Ezra, that’s a lovely painting.” I pointed to the grand oil 
masterpiece of a mud-soaked landscape with a few rural huts off to 
the right. The framed canvas stretched across the entire wall behind 
Mariang and Danny. On the top corner of the frame, I noticed a 
small movement drawing my eye. There was a yellow caterpillar 
perched there, just staring at me. 

Like, staring at me. What is it with the bizarro bugs lately? 

“Tt was painted by our very own Von Vandershot.” Ezra tipped 
his head to Von, who waved at the crowd like a prom princess. 

Oh, come on. Stop being so sexy. Painter, reader and looking like 
that? 

“Do you study art?” Von inquired conversationally. 

I shook my head as the dessert was brought out. “No. I’m more 
of an ‘if it’s there and it looks nice, I’m cool with it,’ kind of girl.” 

Danny snorted in that condescending way art students did if you 
mentioned you liked Norman Rockwell. “Figures.” 

I let the jab roll off my shoulders. No way was I ruining this pot 
of happiness for Bev over something stupid like not being super into 
Picasso’s left toenail. 

“Oh, and you’re all about culture and art?” Von challenged his 
brother, leaning forward with his elbow on the table. “Sod off and 
leave the girl alone. She’s just being polite.” 

It was kind of precious to watch Ezra squirm as he shot Danny 
and Von looks of warning. “Language, gentlemen.” 

Von straightened. “Very well. Lay off, then, Danny.” 

“Lay off? How about I lay you out?” 

Mariang’s dainty hand rested on Danny’s arm. “Danny, please. 
Just one dinner where you two are civil. That’s all Dad asked.” Her 
voice was so bell-like and gentle. With her British lilt, she sounded 
exactly like Julie Andrews, complete with a welcoming smile. She 
was delicate in that way that made you want to speak softer for no 
apparent reason. 

Von was unperturbed. “I already have plans to get laid out 


tonight, thank you, though by someone even more fetching than 
you, Danny old boy, if you can believe it.” He rolled back his 
shoulders and feigned ease, as though Danny being blatantly 
aggressive wasn’t vexing at all. “Red-head from the pub I went to 
last night,” he explained to me, though I’m not sure why. Von held 
up his hand for a high-five for me to congratulate him on his 
conquest. 

Let me tell you a little something about disease control. You 
high-five the wrong person and you never know what kind of bird 
flu/swine flu/meningitis/lizard tail disease you'll contract. 
However, it was a necessary gesture to sustain normal behavior in 
popular society, so I indulged Von in a high-five, my palms 
crawling with discomfort when they rested back in my lap. 

In my experience, this high-five downgraded me from woman of 
possible interest to little sister or dude friend. It had taken less than 
an hour this time around. I was getting quicker at being friend- 
zoned. Score. 

I had recently split with my on-again off-again casual guy Beto, 
and during our off periods, I migrated to kid sister with him, too. 
I’m not sure what I was doing to make that happen, but I think it 
had something to do with high-fiving guys for screwing random 
women. 

Ollie caught my eye and smiled reassuringly, taking a deep 
breath to remind me to relax. The germs would not get me. They 
would not multiply and infest my largest organ. 

Yes they would, but I was practiced enough with it all to 
produce a convincing smile and not run off to the bathroom to 
scrub my hands. Yet. 

Four seconds. 

Eight seconds. 

Ezra cleared his throat and cast another warning look at Danny 
and Von. “Gentleman,” he emphasized, “feign an upbringing I can 
present to a fine lady.” He motioned to Bev, who smiled demurely 
at him, her blonde hair still perfectly in place. 

I counted four more seconds, and the germs climbed onto my 
wrist. 

At twenty seconds, they were on the back of my hand, making it 
itch something terrible. 

Ollie reached for my hand under the table to keep me in place, 
but he waited two seconds too long. I burst out with, “Do you have 


a restroom nearby?” 

Ollie’s shoulders deflated, and I knew he was disappointed I 
wasn’t further along in my progress than I’d been on his last visit. I 
felt terrible for letting him down, but there wasn’t much for it now. 
My hands were literally crawling with spider-like stranger germs. 

“Of course, dear.” Ezra tilted his chin toward Von. “Will you 
show her?” 

“Not a problem.” Von stood and led me down the hall that 
connected the kitchen and the foyer, opening the door to the 
bathroom I really could’ve found on my own. “Don’t get lost now.” 

“Tll do my best.” I shut myself inside and turned on the tap, 
waiting the obligatory few seconds for the hot water to live up to its 
name. I scrubbed the sexy guy germs off my hands, soaping in 
between my knuckles just in case anything had festered there. I 
washed and rinsed three times for good measure, and dried my 
hands on the towel. 

I was about to turn the knob when I heard a low murmur of 
voices just outside and a few steps down the hall. 

“T don’t think it’s her,” Danny grumbled. 

“How would you even know that? Mariang said she was sure. 
She had the vision. Do you trust your girlfriend or not?” 

I paused, confused at the strange conversation I guessed I wasn’t 
supposed to be overhearing. 

“Of course I trust Mariang. I just mean that maybe she was 
mistaken.” There was a pause, and then Danny said, “We need to 
have Mason test her bones.” 

Von’s tone turned livid with disgust. “Are you having a laugh? 
Please tell me you’re absolutely barking mad. Mason doesn’t like 
coming Topside, for one. And if he tests her bones and she’s not 
Matruculan, then he breaks them! You want to send that poor girl 
home with a broken arm? You want to ruin this for Ezra? Ezra truly 
loves Bev. You have Mason break her daughter’s arm in Ezra’s 
house, and no way will they bounce back from that.” 

My heart rate picked up when I learned they were talking about 
me. I leaned my ear to the door to get a better listen. 

“T’d watch Mason break a thousand women’s arms if it’d give us 
just one more Omen. This is the problem with you; you won’t do 
what it takes.” 

“Oh, Danny,” Von muttered, sounding disappointed. “This is 
your whole problem; you’ll throw anyone under the bus for the job. 


Listen to yourself. You’ll not summon Mason here.” 

“Tt’s already done. I’ve had him watching her on and off for a 
week now.” 

My palms started to sweat and itch simultaneously. 

Von’s tone grew distraught. “Are you completely mental? 
Where’s your sense of humanity?” 

Danny scoffed. “I don’t need a vampire to lecture me on the 
shiny thing that is humanity. No one cares what you think; you 
stopped being a person the second you started craving blood more 
than beer.” 


Six. 
October Grace, 
Vampire Hunter 


I sat at the table with clammy hands that had 


forgotten how to use a fork without dropping it after 
every fifth bite. I didn’t know how much of the 
conversation I’d overheard was real — how it could be 
real — but I sure as Sunday understood that if a dude 
named Mason showed up, I was making a quick exit. I’d 
never broken a bone before, but I’d reset plenty. No, 
thanks. 


Ezra turned back to me, but after that I was a turtle in a shell. 
“Your mother tells me you’re a nursing assistant. That sounds like a 
fascinating job.” 

“Yup.” I’m sure that’s exactly what Bev told him, since she didn’t 
know much about my life. I sat up straighter and tried to appear 
normal, like I wasn’t freaking out. Like I wasn’t sitting across from a 
guy who’d just hired someone to rough me up, and a potential... I 
couldn’t say it. I know vampires aren’t real, but by the way Von and 
Danny were talking, it sure didn’t seem like a myth. 

My succinct answer annoyed Danny, as evidenced by his rolled 
eyes. Not sure what crawled up his butt, but I knew it wasn’t the 
yellow caterpillar, which was still observing me with a curious tilt 
to his head. 


I decided to name the caterpillar Wilbur, since I’d never been 
intimidated by a Wilbur before. I was still pretty sure my OCD 
medication didn’t have any hallucinatory side effects, so I tried to 
keep my cool and write it off as a big, giant whatever. 

“Correctional nurse,” Ollie interjected politely. “October’s not a 
nurse’s assistant. She has an assistant so she can write up reports 
and make recommendations for psychosocial support.” Ollie 
stopped only when my heel dug into his foot to shut him up. Ezra 
didn’t need to know more about me; I was on the periphery of his 
goal to get to know Bev better. Sticking to the basics was a better 
tactic. Nurse, age twenty-two, high-fives strangers without having 
to wash her hands, doesn’t have bugs looking at her like they want 
to sit down to tea and have a chat. Also, wooden stake-flinger, 
because everything I knew about vampires came from Buffy the 
Vampire Slayer. 

Ezra looked truly upset that he’d gotten a detail wrong. I was 
worried about bone-breaking Mason showing up, and of course the 
alleged vampire on my left, but Ezra was concerned about social 
graces. It was actually kind of sweet. 

Ezra frowned. “Oh, I’m sorry. And I had a premonition I would 
muck something up. I do apologize that it was something 
concerning you, dear. Tell me, what’s the difference between a 
nursing assistant and a correctional nurse, so I can properly 
remember the right one for next time?” 

My voice was small, and I wished Ollie hadn’t said anything. 
“The kind of nurse you’re thinking of works in a hospital or does 
homecare, while a correctional nurse treats only inmates. It’s really 
not anything you have to worry about. It’s almost the same thing. 
People get it mixed up all the time.” 

Wilbur took notice of my cordial response and nodded twice at 
me, as if to let me know he approved of the succinct breakdown. Or 
maybe he was thinking my hair looked weird. It was hard to 
understand Wilbur, but he looked lonely up there, so I tried my 
best. 

Ezra regarded me with a hint of confusion and worry. “That 
seems dangerous.” 

Mariang nodded. “Indeed. Aren’t you frightened going to work 
every day?” 

I shrugged, casting her a small smile. “There’s plenty of security. 
It was a little intimidating at first, but now it’s just like any other 


job. Overwhelming some days, boring on others.” 

Mariang looked at me as if I was Wonder Woman. “Well, I think 
you're quite brave.” 

I blinked at her, stunned. “Wow. Thanks, Mariang.” 

Von sized me up in a way that made me bristle. “You’re just a 
little pixie, though. Are we talking juvie?” 

I didn’t care if Von was a vampire or not, I didn’t prefer to be 
judged on my size. 

“No, though the inmates sometimes act like juveniles.” I was 
perplexed by their concern for me more than anything. “Crossing 
the street can be dangerous if you’re unprepared.” I noticed Danny 
and Ezra exchanging wary conspiratorial glances. I bent my head 
down to look at my plate, effectively putting an end to any further 
dissection of my life choices. 

Ezra was in on it. Though I couldn’t be sure if he’d sanctioned 
the bone-breaker to come, I knew by the look he’d exchanged with 
Danny that something I’d said meant some kind of confirmation to 
them. 

I scratched the back of my hand under the table. Ezra was 
strange to me. I didn’t understand his game. The whole kind eyes 
thing really threw me. 

I cracked into my créme brilée, expecting vanilla pudding made 
to look fancy. What greeted my taste buds set my eyes rolling back 
in my head as I moaned. “This is amazing, Ezra. Did Lynna make 
this? What’s in it?” 

Ezra smiled that I was participating in conversation. “It’s 
lavender. She loves cooking with fresh herbs. Utter gem, she is.” 

I turned to Ollie, who was smiling at me, relieved I hadn’t gone 
completely into my turtle shell. “Dude, try yours. It’s unreal.” 

Ollie and I moaned in unison, forgetting our table manners in 
the wake of the ecstasy from the amazing dessert we couldn’t put 
down. Von, Ezra and Mariang chuckled in amusement at our 
dramatics. I’m sure they were used to such fanciness, but I was 
blown away. 

Bev was not amused. “Honestly, you’d think you two were 
raised in a barn, carrying on how you are. October Grace, you’re 
making a pig of yourself.” 

Ollie’s head swiveled to Bev, his eyes zoning in on her 
dangerously. “That’s one,” he warned her, quiet in his controlled 
fury. I reached over and snapped the rubber band on his wrist that 


his Anger Management counselor had given him to center himself, 
reminding him that now was not the time for a family fight. Ollie 
didn’t like it when Bev slid in the fat jokes. She’d done the same 
thing with Allie until my big sister had stopped eating. 

Screw Miss Manners, I was in Heaven. I decided to try and play 
ball with the troubling conversation I'd overheard in the hallway, 
and just be myself - weird as I was. “Ezra, this is only the most 
perfect thing I’ve ever eaten in my life. Scratch that, most perfect 
thing I’ve eaten in all my lives, including the one where I was a 
vampire hunter.” I took a drink of water, meeting Von’s eyes in a 
playful challenge. Von swallowed hard, his gaze darting toward 
Ezra and Danny in silent alarm. 

“Even that one?” Ollie asked, grinning. “Ah, yes. We had that 
leprechaun meat dipped in a vampire blood sauce in the 
underworld hunter life. That was to die for.” He played my game as 
if it was a game, and not a mental arm-wrestling match between 
myself and the new guys. 

My nose scrunched while I danced around the V-word, as if I 
wasn’t aware it was a hot button that shouldn’t be pushed. I walked 
right up to the taboo and banged it like a friggin’ gong. “Nah. 
Vampires taste like beets, no matter how you sauce them.” I winked 
at Von to let him know I’d heard his little conversation in the 
hallway — for better or worse. 

Von snorted through a smirk and started coughing, swallowing 
down his bite with a few gulps of water. “That caught me by 
surprise. Haven’t had this many genuine laughs over dinner in ages. 
How many lives have you had, little peach?” Von asked me, wiping 
his mouth on his red cloth napkin. 

“Ten, obviously. I mean, I’ve got about a medium amount of 
wisdom. Been around the block a few times, but I’m not all jaded 
yet. It’s a delicate balance. I was on top of my game when I trained 
with ninjas to punch out the fangs of vampires. See, a few 
troublesome vampires and their buddies tried to break my arm to 
test the strength of my bones.” I tapped my chin as if in thought. 
“What was that guy’s name who tried to rough me up? I think it 
was Mason or something like that.” 

That’s right. Cards on the table, people. 

Danny, Ezra, Mariang and Von all stiffened, but Ollie laughed 
while Bev rolled her eyes. Ollie didn’t miss a beat, and glommed on 
to my oddball jokes. “Sure, but that life where you were a chimney 


sweep in the Charles Dickens era wasn’t so bad.” 

Mariang cast me a meek smile. “Luckily you made it out with 
your sense of humor intact.” 

Von cleared his throat. “Did you get to meet Ebenezer Scrooge 
perchance?” 

“Meet him? Who do you think taught the old grouch 
bookkeeping?” I pointed my spoon at Ollie, who tipped his head in 
Von’s direction. 

“You seem to have led quite the interesting life, November,” Von 
remarked as he finished off his dessert. 

“My name’s October,” I corrected him, not unkindly. 

“T know.” Von picked up his Bloody Mary and swirled it around 
in the glass, letting it coat the sides in a way tomato juice couldn't. 
It was as if he wanted me to see the horror he’d hidden in plain 
sight. 

Von was screwing with me. He knew I’d overheard, and now he 
was taunting me with his inclination to suck down a little O- 
Negative. Von took a sip and smacked his lips. “My, that is 
refreshing. Fancy a taste?” 

I cast him a dubious look, not sure if I was more put off by the 
fact that there was blood in the glass, or that he’d sincerely just 
offered to share his germ-infested drink with me. 


Seven. 
Ezra’s Surprise 


CC T 
ell us about yourselves,” Ollie said between 
bites. “What do you do?” he asked Danny. 


“Groundskeeper,” Danny replied without looking away from me. 
His eyes narrowed in a silent threat not to out Von for the... 
vampire? Yeah, for the vampire I was pretty sure that Von was. 
“Ezra already told you that.” 

Von whispered to me, “Groundskeeper by day, salsa dancing 
jazz singer by night.” Von had a way of making me laugh, of 
making me forget he might actually be a real live vampire. I caught 
a glimpse of Von’s canine teeth when he smiled. They were slightly 
longer than I deemed they should’ve been. 

Ollie pursed his lips through a tight smile. “That’s nice. The 
property here is amazing. That’s your doing?” Ollie was best at 
being polite to prickly strangers. He was used to out and out hatred 
from Bev, so the lesser antagonizers were a fun challenge. 

Danny harrumphed. “Well, it’s certainly not Von’s hard work. 
Layabout just lays about all day. Idiot.” 

Von deflected the dig with a well-practiced grin. I knew that 
grin, and wore it almost as convincingly when Bev was being 
herself. “That’s the benefit of being a layabout. You don’t have to 
mow the lawn.” He tapped his temple. “Idiot, or genius?” 

“You work here?” I asked Von. 

“T do. Security for Ezra.” At Von’s answer, Danny scoffed. 

“What’s your favorite part of the job?” I asked Von, ignoring 


Danny’s obvious opinion. 

“When pretty girls ask me a hundred questions about it.” Von 
grinned at me, so I looked away. He was one of those way too 
handsome to look directly at kind of guys. I knew if he called me 
pretty again, I’d start to develop a crush on the guy who screws 
random women and high-fives me about it. Not again, October. Not 
again. 

Ezra wiped his palms off on his pants, and I caught a wavering 
in his voice as he stood and walked over to Bev’s chair, where she 
sat like a queen. “Now that we’re all here and we’ve met each other 
with no catastrophes, I have something I’d like to say.” 

I choked on my water when Ezra Manaul lowered himself to one 
knee and pulled a small box out of his pocket. I could feel my 
heartbeat in my cheeks as Bev started shrieking and crying like a 
woman in the front pew at church. 

“Beverly Jo, ever since I read your profile, I knew I’d found 
someone I’d never want to stop learning about. From the very 
moment I saw your face in that restaurant where we had our first 
date, I realized there was no point in going to a restaurant unless 
you were there to share every bite with. From the first kiss, I knew 
my heart wasn’t mine anymore. I love you, Beverly. Will you be my 
wife?” 

I assume Bev said yes. She was screeching like a cat, waving 
around the biggest rock I’d ever seen, like she’d just won a lifetime 
supply of Rice-A-Roni on the Price is Right. She hugged Mariang 
with what I could tell was too much force for the girl’s frail body. 
Bev cried and whooped like she’d just won the lottery, which I 
guess she kind of did. 

I was a statue, frozen to my seat amidst the chaos. Bev jumped 
up and down in Ezra’s embrace, her big boobs bouncing every 
which way as she danced. I shouldn’t have been focusing on a hope 
that one of them wouldn’t pop out of her hot pink blouse and knock 
Ezra unconscious, but that was all my mind could process. Her 
breasts were known to make appearances at the most inopportune 
times. My kindergarten graduation feels like the worst one, but 
really, there were so many surprise appearances; it’s hard to choose 
the blue ribbon winner. 

I could tell Von hadn’t been starved for second-base fun. It was 
obvious he’d had his pick of the bounty. He was appreciative of the 
set that bounced right in his eye line, yet unimpressed. 


Bev wrapped her arms around Danny, who looked like he was 
just as apprehensive about his girlfriend’s new mom’s breasts 
popping out and smacking him in the face as I was. He sat back 
down, his thin lips stretched in a frown as he watched the hoopla 
around him with only a passing interest. 

Ollie was pulled into a tight hug by Ezra, which I knew made 
him uncomfortable. “Oh, I know you’re much too old to need a new 
father, but can I just say that I’m overjoyed to have a son?” 

“Congratulations, Ezra,” was all Ollie could manage through his 
haze of shock. 

Ollie handed Ezra off to me to rid himself of the affection that 
only confused people like us, but I was still frozen in my chair, 
stunned. Wilbur was shaking his head at either the scene or me, I 
wasn’t sure. 

I managed to offer a congratulatory nod to Ezra, who couldn’t 
stop grinning. The newly engaged man hoisted me up out of the 
chair and wrapped me in his strong arms. The hug felt like warmth, 
comfort and safety all wrapped tight around me. Too tight. I 
couldn’t breathe. His unfathomable love for Bev was one thing, but 
being this nice to Ollie and me? I kept looking for the angle. He was 
rich, so he clearly wasn’t trying to get at Ollie’s money. 

Ezra held on for two seconds. 

Three seconds. 

Four. When his grip tightened further, I yelped and pulled a 
ninja move to extract myself, ducking from his grip and pushing my 
hands out between us. I popped the flat of my hand to his chest to 
smack the kindness away, forcing the nicest man on the planet to 
stumble back several inches, clutching his sternum. I didn’t mean to 
clench my fists as they bobbed defensively. It was all instinct. I 
hadn’t been hugged by anyone except for Ollie, Allie or the McCray 
family as a kid, and they knew better than to hold on that tight. 

“October Grace!” Bev shouted, her face twisted into that I’m- 
about-to-beat-you expression that made me flinch. 

I dropped my fists, my face pinker than Bev’s shirt. “I’m sorry! I 
wasn’t thinking, and I just... I’m sorry! Ezra, I’m sorry.” I buried my 
face in my hands, ruining Bev’s perfect moment. Years from now, 
this would make it into the proposal retelling. The man on bended 
knee, the diamond the size of a watermelon, and October Grace 
throwing her dukes up at the most polite man she’d ever met. 
Despite my move to a home in a quaint suburb, part of me knew [’d 


never get the trailer groomed out of me. 

Ezra was still coming down from his high, his expression a mix 
of elation and devastation. “My fault entirely.” He extended his 
hand to me, being the polite adult in the situation when I’d 
devolved into a chagrinned child. 

I shook his hand, loathing myself with each bob of our wrists. I 
tried not to recoil from the hand-to-hand contact I usually tried to 
avoid. “I’m so sorry. It’s not you. You’re all perfect. It’s the hugging. 
I’m not used to... I promise, it’s not you.” 

“Bev, show us the ring again,” Ollie said in a loud voice meant 
to distract from my disgraceful behavior. I loved my brother, but 
winced on his behalf when Bev shot him a glare at calling her by 
her first name. 

The others were ready for champagne and celebration, but I was 
ready for an escape. I excused myself for the bathroom, and by 
“excused” I mean I bolted out of the dining room like a total 
coward. I couldn’t help it; I needed what I needed. The hug was still 
on me, so I knew the germs couldn’t be far behind. 

Pulling my bar of soap from its tin container in my messenger 
bag, I began washing the ick from my skin. I lathered in between 
each finger, then started the row over again. I clawed at the backs 
of my hands through the suds, scraping the flesh in ways that felt 
good for a second, and then not so good when the sting got to be 
too much. 

After I rinsed, I started all over again, but this time I scrubbed 
up to my elbows, scraping at the skin to really get it good and 
clean. My unzipped hoodie’s sleeves were rolled up to my biceps, 
exposing the lurking germs that were invisible to the untrained eye, 
but completely obvious to me. I’d studied them under a microscope, 
so I knew they were there, eating at me while I slept and 
multiplying with every brush of human contact I had to endure. 

Ollie called to me from the other side of the door on the third 
round. “You alright in there?” 

“Yeah. Just dying of embarrassment. But that’s not a bloody 
death, so I won’t leave too gory of a mess. I’ll be out in a second.” 

“!'m coming in.” Ollie let himself into the emerald bathroom 
with bronze fixtures. Everything was regal, gawking at me like I 
didn’t belong. “Hey, it’s okay. No one’s even talking about you 
trying to punch out Ezra anymore.” 

“T didn’t take a single swing at him!” I argued with the smirk in 


my brother’s voice, scratching my arms to rid them of the germs 
that were being particularly stubborn today. “Any chance you want 
to drive Bev home? Take one for the team? I don’t think I can make 
it through an hour of her yelling at me. I didn’t mean to push Ezra. 
He’s great. Honest!” I was miffed that Ollie was chuckling. 

“Oh, I know. Ezra’s fine. Bev’s never going to let you live this 
down, though.” He stared up at the ceiling. “I guess I can do my 
duty as your brother and spare you. You’ve taken the last three 
years. What’s one hour?” He said it like he was trying to convince 
himself. “But in the next life, you owe me something awesome.” 

“Like a bag of only yellow Skittles?” 

“A big bag of all yellows, without a single purple one anywhere 
around me. Like, not even in the universe where I might be 
traveling for at least a week.” 

“Tll see what strings I can pull.” I exhaled, rinsing off once I was 
certain the germs were gone. “You're a lifesaver. Thanks, Ollie.” I 
went to reach for the door, but jumped when Wilbur caught my eye 
on the frame at the top of the doorway. 

Ollie’s eyes fell on Wilbur. “Oh, it’s just a little thing. Don’t tell 
me you're scared of a little old caterpillar all of a sudden.” 

“Huh? No. I just wasn’t expecting him to be there, is all. Hush 
up, you.” I shoved my brother and grinned when he mussed my 
hair. “You two go on home. I need a minute before going back out 
there and facing Ezra again. I’m so embarrassed.” 

Ollie nodded. “Yeah, that’s probably best for me to get Bev gone 
before you come out of here. [’ll calm her down on the way home. 
Don’t worry.” 

“Thanks, Ollie. You’re the best. You know that, right?” 

“Only when you tell me, so never stop.” He gave me that 
paternal smile I’d been going too long without, and left the 
bathroom to give me a moment to gather up my scattered bearings. 


Eight. 
Changing Tires and 
Bonding over Liars 


I didn’t get to see the rest of the gorgeous mansion, 


but the quick exit was worth it to leave without further 
incident. I all but bolted to Terence the Taurus as soon 
as I could make a seamless departure. I tossed a polite 
farewell and another apology to Ezra, which he waved 
off with a benevolent smile I knew I didn’t deserve. 

I noticed a problem before I started up the car I loved. I was 
leaning to the right as I sat in the driver’s seat. The whole car was 
leaning, in fact. I got out, praying I’d parked on a slight hill, but 
hissed out an unladylike swear when I saw I had two flat tires. Of 
course this would happen. Of course I’d given Ollie a ten-minute 
head start. 

I leaned closer to examine the damage, expecting a nail or 
something to clue me in as to how this bucket of nonsense had 
rained down on me. My breath caught when I saw two violent 
slashes marring both tires on the right side of my car. I couldn’t 
imagine what I’d driven over that had done that without me 
noticing. 

No sooner had I pulled out my phone did Danny and Ezra come 
trotting out in my direction. “Oh, no! What happened?” Ezra asked, 
eyebrows furrowed. 

I waved off their concern. “It’s alright. I’ve got a spare.” 


“Two spares?” Danny pointed to the second flat. 

“Just the one. But I’ll call roadside. Hopefully they won’t take 
too long. Don’t worry about it. It’s not a big deal. You can go back 
to your evening. I can wait in the car.” 

Ezra looked at me as if he thought I might burst into tears at any 
moment. “You poor thing. Don’t bother with a tow, yeah? My car 
has a spare Danny can replace yours with. Danny?” 

Danny was already on his way to the four-car garage that looked 
big enough to house a family of five. I lowered my forehead into my 
hand, exasperated with myself. “Really, it’s fine. Seriously, I’m like, 
ruining your life all over the place.” 

Ezra looked like he was holding himself back from hugging me 
again, which was probably best for all involved. “Why would you 
say such a thing? You’re not ruining anything at all. You’re giving 
us a little adventure to liven up the evening. Danny hasn’t changed 
a tire in quite some time.” 

“T’m sure he’s got better things to do.” I popped my trunk, put 
on a pair of size small hospital gloves I always traveled with a box 
of, and hefted out the spare tire I’d hoped I’d never have to use. The 
jack and travel toolbox came out, and I set to work unscrewing the 
nuts as I knelt by poor Terence, my beloved Taurus. His headlight 
seemed to look at me like, “Dude, this is totally embarrassing.” 

“Really, October Grace. Danny can do that. You don’t need to 
bother with it at all.” 

The fact that he was such a nice guy and still volunteered 
Danny’s services told me he had no idea how to change a tire. It 
was sweet. I jerked my chin toward my wrench. “Do you know how 
to do this?” 

Ezra chuckled with chagrin. “I confess, I’ve never changed a tire 
before. You’ve found me out.” 

I waved him down, smirking when the perfectly dressed country 
clubber knelt next to me, his unwrinkled khakis giving me the 
finger that I was making them ruin their perfect crease. “See that? 
These nuts need to come off first. Easy enough, right?” 

Ezra smiled at me, like we were doing something audacious and 
fun he just knew we’d get in trouble for. “You’re really teaching me 
how to change a flat?” 

“T really am. Ollie wouldn’t let me get my driver’s license until I 
could change a tire, change my oil and knew how to give my car a 
jump.” 


“He’s strict. I had no idea Beverly’s children were so very 
capable.” 

“Well, after today, you’ll be the same amount of impressive.” I 
slid the jack under the car and started pumping until poor Terence 
was slightly raised. 

“Should we wait for Danny? I feel like the car will come 
crashing down on your hands or something.” 

“Nah. The jack does what it does while we do what we do. Now 
we take the good-for-nothing off the axle,” I instructed, pulling and 
twisting until the ruined rubber broke free of Terence. We were 
cozied in between the two rows of topiaries lining the long 
driveway. For that stretch of time, there were no distractions as I 
worked under the fading light from nature and the answering 
illumination filtering through the tall bushes from Ezra Manor. 
“Now we put on the new one. Easy-peasy.” 

Ezra helped me lift the tire in the early twilight, and together we 
angled it correctly so it slid on. I handed him the iron, and he 
looked at it with wide eyes. “I’m afraid I don’t have much aptitude 
for cars. I’m strictly a drive-it-until-it-doesn’t-drive sort of bloke.” 

“'m watching you. Don’t worry. Righty-tighty. You know the 
drill. Put the nuts back on and tighten them, and you'll be good to 
go.” I bit back my smirk when Ezra looked mildly flummoxed by 
the few things he’d been presented with. He set to work with hands 
meant for swiping credit cards, his humble attitude playing in his 
favor. He wasn’t too bad at it, and took my gentle guidance with 
grace until the job was completed. “Wow. You must really love Bev 
to let me make you help change a tire. That’s real cool of you.” 

“I do love your mother,” he said, turning to look me in the eye. 
“T would do anything to make her happy, including learn to change 
a tire just to bond with her daughter.” 

I swallowed, unsure what to do with this guy’s constant sincerity 
and kindness. “Well, now I know she’ll be okay if she’s out with you 
and you get a flat.” 

“She doesn’t know how to do this? Where did you learn, then?” 

“Ollie. Ollie and Allie taught me everything.” 

“Allie?” He quirked his blond eyebrow at me. “Is that a 
girlfriend of Oliver’s?” 

“Huh? No! Allie’s our sister.” 

Ezra stared at me, as though certain he’d heard me wrong. His 
hand was frozen on the tire. “But Beverly told me she has two 


children.” 

I had little issue lying for Bev to cover over whatever she needed 
extra strength concealer smeared on. I sucked it up when she 
needed me to call her “Mama”. But this? I couldn’t gloss over this 
offense. It was too hurtful. Too mean. My tone came out clipped, 
though I didn’t mean to sound short to the poor guy, whose only 
crime was falling in love with Bev. “Allison Mercy Reese is her 
second-born child. Bev has three kids, whether she wants to admit 
it or not. Allie’s twenty-seven, and she lives in California. She’s got 
hair like me and freckles like Ollie. She’s got a biology degree and 
works as a researcher for a chemical supply company.” I was hurt 
that Bev dismissed my Allie so rudely. Allie filled the role of mother 
in my life, and I was loyal to her as such. “Allie and Bev didn’t get 
along, but she doesn’t deserve to be erased like that.” 

Ezra’s fingers pressed into his hairline as if holding too many 
things back so they didn’t spill out all over the pristine driveway. “I 
don’t understand. Why would Beverly keep that from me? I'll have 
a third daughter? I should like to meet her straightaway.” 

I was glad we were closed in by the green topiaries that were 
taller than a person. It made the confession feel like it was safe to 
give, though I knew there was no chance of things turning out 
alright after I pressed further into the wound. “Allie asked Ollie and 
me for some space. She wasn’t mad at us or anything; she just 
wanted to start over in California. She didn’t feel she could do that 
if Ollie and I were still around. So she left two years ago. Promised 
to call twice a year. Once at Christmas and once on Ollie’s birthday, 
but she forgot this past Christmas. I haven’t heard from her since 
Ollie’s birthday last year.” I tried not to let the constant stream of 
unrest well up in me. I’d tried her number the day after her missed 
call on Christmas, but it was disconnected. I knew she’d given up a 
lot to raise me, but to cut me out completely hurt worse than I 
could put into words. 

So I never discussed it. If Ollie ever started, I gave him one 
warning and then hung up on him if he kept at it. He wanted to 
hire a P.I. to find her to make sure she was okay, but Allie had been 
firm before she’d left that she would contact us, not the other way 
around. She was my mother, more than anyone else, and I respected 
her as such. 

“This is... Pll have to talk to Beverly about this. I don’t 
understand why she wouldn’t tell me she had a whole other child.” 


My conscience tugged in my chest. “Look, I’m sorry. Maybe I 
should’ve let that slide. Your relationship’s none of my business, 
and you should be happy. You seem like a nice enough guy. I just 
don’t like when Bev tries to erase Allie like that. I won’t stand for it, 
and if you don’t mind me saying so, now that you know? Neither 
should you.” 

Ezra stood, posturing as he pulled me up off the concrete. The 
air was just starting to get nippy, so I hugged myself. “Of course I 
would never try to erase a family member. I’ll speak with Beverly 
about this, and we'll get to the bottom of it. I’m sure it’s just a 
misunderstanding.” He stared at my car with a tight frown and 
furrowed eyebrows, mulling over the extreme ups and downs of the 
night. 

Danny came down the drive with broad shoulders and empty 
hands. “I thought I had a spare, but no dice. Sorry about that. Did 
you...” He pointed to the freshly changed front tire in confusion. 

“Actually, Ezra helped me. He’s got a real future as a mechanic 
ahead of him, if you ask me.” 

Danny grimaced and turned to the man who was still reeling. 
“Truly? Ezra changed your tire? I cannot picture that.” He picked 
up my shredded tire with one strong hand. “I called a tow truck for 
you. It’ll be about an hour.” 

“Thanks, Danny. I'll wait in the car. You two have a good night.” 

Ezra turned to me, blinking a few times before he found his 
words. “Nonsense. You’ll come wait inside.” 

Before I could argue, Ezra was already several steps away 
walking toward the house. Danny kept a respectable distance 
behind us, but I got the uncomfortable feeling that I was being 
corralled. 


Nine. 
Friggin’ 
Chiropractor 


I he hairs on my arm stood as we neared the front 


door. It had been left open, but before Ezra could pull 
me behind him to shield me from things I surely wasn’t 
meant to see, I glimpsed the upturned bare, muddy feet 
of a woman, sticking out over the threshold. “What 
the...” 

My exclamation was cut short when the door swung further 
open to reveal a cloaked bodybuilder with dreadlocks. He was 
standing over the body of an unconscious woman with his dark 
hood pulled back, revealing a fierce and determined face. He had a 
half-inch short brown beard cropping his stern jawline, thick 
eyebrows, and an unyielding gaze that seemed to see nothing but 
my horror. The down on her luck woman sprawled on the floor at 
his feet was dressed in what looked like a tattered gray wizard’s 
robe. Her brown skin was covered in mud. 

I wanted to take a look at her, to see if I could help in some 
medical way, but the dude standing over her was no joke. 

“Mason! Good to see you, son.” Ezra forced a smile, but I could 
tell he didn’t want me conversing with whatever Elf-Vampire-Viking 
dude Mason was. 

Six and a half feet of solid muscle greeted me with a cold stare. I 
took in his cool gray eyes that studied me every bit as much as I 


scrutinized him. Dude had hairy forearms thicker than even The 
Rock had a right to walk around with. He had seven long 
dreadlocks tied together with a leather lace, holding his hair back 
from the face that was handsome in that I-just-ripped-open-a-lion- 
with-my-teeth kind of way. 

My spine tingled with an ominous desire to bolt. Delusional or 
not, Danny had invited this Mason guy here to try and break my 
arm. I didn’t think I believed in vampires, but I sure as Sunday 
believed in oversized bodybuilders who might attack me. 

Mason motioned to me as I took a step backward. “This is her? 
This is the new Omen?” 

“Mason! This is not the time. We’re handling it,” Ezra barked, 
turning from the British Ward Cleaver to... I dunno. Someone 
meaner. I took another step back, almost to the edge of the porch. 

Mason smelled my flight seconds before I bolted. The only 
advantage I had was that I was still outside of the house, but I 
decided that was the only advantage I needed. I turned and leapt off 
the porch, hitting the concrete walkway at a run I was well 
prepared for. I was a decent sprinter — even speedier when I was 
being chased. 

I’d watched my fair share of horror movies, so I knew better 
than to look behind me, but the desire was there when I heard Ezra 
shouting my name into the early graces of the evening. My arms 
pumped when I heard the heavy footfalls of a two-person stampede 
coming up behind me. 

I didn’t know where I was going. I had no car and no knowledge 
of the area - so I ran, kicking up the dust behind me, hoping they’d 
choke on it. 

I charged down the open road, wishing I hadn’t been fooled into 
thinking the fact that there were no other mansions on the street 
was impressive instead of ominous. There was no one to help me, 
no one to call the cops, no one to see Danny grab at my arm, 
brushing his fingers to my skin to warn me that he was closing in. 

So I did what any normal person would do in such a situation 
where escape was impossible. I let out my air in a gust, stopped 
dead in my tracks when I felt his arm again, tucked down slightly, 
and braced myself for the impact. 

In my imagination, I would be low enough and Danny 
unstoppable enough that he would fling over my body and slam 
himself onto the pavement. In my imagination, I’m also nine feet 


tall and built like a truck, which isn’t totally true to real life. As it 
turns out, getting hit by Danny was much like getting smashed by a 
freight train, given his considerable bulk. I was jolted more than I 
anticipated, but managed to hold my ground as Danny toppled over 
my hunched body. The fall knocked a defeated “ooph!” out of him 
when he hit the pavement with a thud. 

I couldn’t even work out a triumphant “Suck it!” to Danny, since 
Mason was only a handful of paces behind him. I didn’t have time 
to build up enough speed to escape the Viking. His seven dreadlocks 
flew out behind him like flags of doom. I didn’t have anyone who 
might come to my aid — all I had was me, and I wasn’t sure that was 
enough, even on a normal day. 

Instead of running, I kept my knees bent and body-checked 
Mason’s pelvis, lifting his legs when he collided with me. I dug my 
shoulder into him as he doubled over, and used his forward 
momentum to launch him over me in a midair somersault. It was 
the classic using his size against him tactic, and Mason was a big 
fella. 

That seemed like the appropriate time to work out a good dig, 
but Danny was starting to assemble his bearings, so I took my head 
start and bolted for the open road. 

Stupid Danny for latching onto my ankle just enough to make 
me stumble like a dummy. Stupid me for going through all that 
trouble of throwing them both down, only to lose it in the final 
inning by tripping over a technicality. 

My hands kissed the concrete, but Danny still didn’t let go of my 
leg. I rolled onto my back and kicked at him, cursing internally 
when Mason rose to his feet, fixing me with a glower that told me 
Daddy was tired of playing around. 

“Don’t break my arm!” I shouted, holding my loose fists up to 
block whatever blows might rain down on me. 

Mason was unwashed and looked like a mountain man or Viking 
warrior or something. Mason’s fingers curled into a tight fist, and 
my heart raced. “I won’t leave this place until I can bring good 
news back to my father’s people. We can’t wait any longer! If it’s 
you, you'll be awakened this very night.” 

“Huh? Dude, I don’t know what you’re talking about! ’m 
already awake. Let me go, and we’re cool.” 

Mason towered over me, and the intimidation factor I tried not 
to feel hit me at a new level. “You’re not going anywhere.” The 


hairy arms that reached for me were too strong for me to win 
against, but I wasn’t about to quit now. I punched and kicked even 
as Mason’s thick hands wrapped around my left wrist, lifting me to 
stand. 

It wasn’t my first time being grabbed at by a huge man. It wasn’t 
my twentieth time. I didn’t pull my punch when my fist flung out 
and clocked him with my right hook. Fear rose up in me, but I 
punched him again in the same spot twice more before I debated 
the benefits of cowering. I knew what cowering got a girl. I spat in 
his eyes, which was the only way I could get him to loosen his iron 
grip on my arm that made my wrist feel like it might splinter. 

Danny’s arms wrapped around me from behind, securing my 
thrashing body while Mason wiped my spit from his eyes. “Would 
you hold still?” Danny gritted his teeth through my stomp on his 
instep. 

Mason wrested me from Danny, flinging me over his shoulder 
like a sack of potatoes. “I hate this maneuver!” I raged, pounding on 
Mason’s lower back with my fists. “This is humiliating!” 

Mason’s voice was steady. “Now, now. You were such a sweet 
little thing last week when you rolled out of your car, all scared. I 
don’t know where you get all this rage from.” 

“From you! You’re taking me against my will with the purpose 
of breaking my arm, you jackhole! You want me to just go quietly 
so I can still be a ‘sweet little thing’?” 

Mason and Danny set back toward the mansion, their 
contraband immobilized. They marched down the street and up the 
driveway, not stopping until they crossed the threshold. Danny 
locked the front door as Mason deposited me with surprising 
gentleness on the floor of the foyer, ignoring Ezra’s warnings of 
them going too far. Mason’s voice was low and even, not even out 
of breath, the jag. “This ends tonight, Ezra. I’m not leaving until we 
know whether or not you’ve finally found a new Omen for us.” 
Mason met my glare as I tried to right myself. “Are you quite 
finished trying to dodge your duties?” 

“What are you talking about? Dude, you carry me like that ever 
again, and you don’t want to know the problem I can be.” 

Mason tilted his head to the side. “She’s a feisty one. Almost got 
away from me.” He held up his hands to try and convince me they 
were innocent, when we both knew they were not. “Alright. I won’t 
need to grab at you if you stay where we can see you.” 


My mouth popped open as I gaped at him. “I think you’ve got 
me confused with someone else. Someone you can try to intimidate 
and jerk around.” The exit was only a few feet away, but Viking 
Bob was standing like a linebacker, blocking it. 

Ezra pointed to the front door, his upper lip curling in a faint 
sneer that made me recoil. “You'll not put your hands on her, 
Mason. I'll handle this in my own way, in my own time.” 

I wasn’t sure what my plan of escape should be, but I knew I 
didn’t want to stick around to see which of the two men had the 
biggest temper. I slowly inched away from the argument, hoping I 
could find a backdoor and slip away out into the night. 

“T warned you!” Mason called out, and in the next second, his 
hands turned into weapons again. “We're doing this now, Ezra.” 

I was wrestled to the floor, screaming when Mason kneeled with 
all his weight on a sensitive spot on my spine. “Stop it! Stop it!” I 
wailed. He had my hands behind my back and jerked on them with 
brutal force. “Ow!” I kicked to no avail, trying to turn myself over 
so I could get him off my spine. 

Mason’s voice was deep and steady, as though he was walking 
through the steps on how to change a tire. It was his calm that 
made me panic the most. That he could pin a girl to the ground 
with all the inflection of a patient flight attendant made my blood 
run cold. I fought with everything in me for an escape. “I know this 
feels like a hot knife in your spine, and I don’t want to hurt you, but 
you can’t go anywhere.” 

Ezra’s voice rose above the others’. “Not her spine! What if 
you’re wrong? Her arm, Mason. Try breaking her arm if you must.” 

I fumed at Ezra. “I knew you were too good to be true!” 

Mason was unperturbed, focused only on breaking my back like 
the worst friggin’ chiropractor in the world. “You'll stay here, or Pll 
make this even more painful. Nod if you understand.” 

“Bite me!” My face was red with fury at being dominated by the 
mountain man. I squirmed as best I could, but he had me so pinned 
that for all my thrashing, I barely moved. My eyes locked in on the 
woman in the gray tattered robes who was still lying on the 
hardwood floor, eyelids shut, as though in a deep sleep. The gashes 
and bruises peppering her body were what I feared might be in 
store for me next. I bucked with renewed vigor, hoping my inner 
Bruce Campbell would save the day. 

“Have it your way.” 


“Mason, stop! You'll kill her!” Ezra commanded. 

Mason didn’t stop. He dug his knee deeper into the side of my 
spine and then jerked my chin upwards with his free hand. 

I like to pretend my job’s no big deal, but working in a prison 
comes with a certain level of danger you just plain get used to. I’ve 
been stabbed twice while on the job, and I’ll never forget the feeling 
of the shiv slicing into my thigh, or the one that cut my arm, 
forcing me to never wear tank tops in front of Ollie ever again so he 
didn’t find out and freak. I still recalled with perfect clarity the 
sharp pain that started at the entrance and echoed up my body long 
after the shiv was removed. 

The lasting agony of those stabbings paled in comparison to 
Mason playing a game of chicken on my spine. White-hot torment 
ricocheted up my back and spread out to each connected nerve 
ending. He had my chin jerked up so I couldn’t take in a full breath. 
While I tried to gasp out a scream, he was slowly suffocating me. I 
knew beneath the never-ending torture that the pain was a tool to 
asphyxiate me, at least enough to deflate my fight. So I gritted my 
teeth through the pain, praying no lasting damage would be done to 
my spine. 

Mason kept my wrists confined with one of his too-large hands 
at the base of my spine, while the other thumbed my chin in a 
“hang in there” kind of way that utterly confused me. “You’re a 
spirited one. Are you ready to calm down yet?” 

“T’m ready to kick your ass!” I shot back, my intimidation factor 
compromised by so many things in that moment. 

Danny and Mason exchanged a look of doom, and I knew Danny 
was giving Mason silent permission to mess me up a little more. 

“Von, no! He’s got it under control!” Danny shouted, and before 
I knew it, a red t-shirt came whipping by my blurred vision. Mason 
released me, and my chin cracked into the hard floor, making my 
eyes water. Von and Mason were scrapping on the floor, with 
Mason being the clear victor only a few seconds later, though it 
didn’t look like either competitor really wanted to hurt the other. 

I tried to army crawl away with shaking arms, but I was in too 
much lingering pain. Ezra rolled me over and scooped me up in his 
arms like a baby, bending my spine back the right way, which 
somehow started the ripping agony all over again. “Danny, get 
Mason out of here!” Ezra called over his shoulder. “I’m the 
Ambassador to the Topside. I decide how quickly things get done, 
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not you. I’ll not be bullied by the council 

Mason was irate as he shook Von off him. “The people are 
dying! You can’t keep ignoring them! Danny, make him understand! 
Hayop is going to cave and consent to using Sama’s rations if 
something doesn’t change soon! It’s only a matter of time before we 
bow to Sama! Is that what you want?” 

Ezra whirled on Mason, making me seasick as I fought to take in 
a full breath without crying or letting my misery be known. “Do 
you think I take lightly what the mantle of the Omen has done to 
my daughter? Everyone’s so quick to sacrifice someone else’s child, 
so long as it’s not their own. How about this one? Will you sentence 
her so easily?” He gripped me with what could only be described as 
a protective hold, cradling me midair like I was five and skinned my 
knee, and he was Ollie come to rescue me. “I’ll not force her into 
anything, and [’ll not show her the heartlessness of our world until 
I’m sure she’s the one.” 

Mason shook his head, the ends of his long dreads swinging out 
to shame Ezra. “You’ve lost sight of what’s important. One life is 
nothing compared to the hundreds of thousands she could save. 
And I just tested her spine. If she were a normal girl, it would’ve 
snapped. She’s the one, Ezra. You’re just stalling because you’re 
afraid to drag her into this life.” 

I was still debating between clocking Ezra and clinging to him as 
my only beacon in the sea of insanity that was storming around me. 

““One life’,” Ezra simpered. “Please! How many Omens did the 
last Topside Ambassador go through before there was only Mariang 
left barely standing? How many daughters have died? Mine won’t 
be next!” he roared, vicious in his fury. “And this child won’t put 
her name on that death certificate until she understands what she’ll 
be getting herself into.” 

Mason was livid as he gestured to the supine form of the woman 
he’d dragged into the mansion. “I brought her a body from 
Terraway so the girl could be awakened. Let’s get to it!” 

Ezra ignored Mason and turned to the others. “Von, take 
October Grace to the living room and see that she’s okay. If she 
needs a doctor, call one.” 

Danny stepped forward. “I can take her.” 

“You,” Ezra sneered, looking down his nose at Danny. “Like you 
can be trusted when it comes to Mason. The two of you... In this, I 
trust Von more than I do you. Think on that, young man.” 


Danny clenched his fists and stepped back. 

Von was hesitant. “Are you sure you trust me, Ezra?” 

Ezra nodded once. “She’s not bleeding. You'll be fine.” 

Von smiled at me like the whole thing was a shrug-worthy 
offense. “Little tense in here, yeah? I’ve got you, November.” Ezra 
handed me off to Von. It was bad enough I’d indulged myself as 
long as I did in the fatherly protection, but I wasn’t about to be 
helpless in Von’s arms to boot. 

“No more men are carrying me, you hear?” I stated my demand. 

The second I put weight on my legs, my knees began to buckle. I 
hated myself for the whimper that escaped my lips, and even more 
when Von caught me and hefted me up in his arms like a damsel in 
distress. “How about just this once,” Von offered like a gentleman. 

I was no damsel. I was humiliated, so I buried my face in his 
shirt to hide my shame. I could feel the hot sting of tears rising up 
in me, and knew I could never live with myself if I cried in front of 
the brutal men. “Bathroom,” I requested. 

“Anything you say, darling.” 


Ten. 
Confessions of a 
Half-Vampire 


V on went toward the emerald and gold bathroom in 


the hallway between the foyer and the kitchen. The last 
time I’d been in there, I thought the worst thing to 
happen in this house was when I'd shoved Ezra. Now I’d 
gladly make that my screensaver to escape this. Von 
lowered my feet gingerly to the floor and let me into the 
bathroom, closing me inside. Though I knew he was 
right outside the door, the few inches of privacy 
permitted me breath as I did my very best not to cry, 
scream in horror, or lose my mind. I inhaled through the 
physical, mental and emotional misery, trying to come 
up with a plan to escape the men who no doubt had 
Mariang locked up in the bell tower or some crap. Too 
many questions zoomed through my mind for me to 


reach out and pick just one to address. 

I washed my face in the sink, pursing my lips through the sharp 
sting in my spine from the workout Mason had given it. I knew I 
couldn’t start washing my hands until I got home — if I got home. If 
I started here with all the things that scared me piling up, I knew I’d 
never stop scrubbing. I looked at my face in the mirror, biting my 


lip through the painful act of merely raising my arms to redo my 
ponytail. I couldn’t let them dishevel me. I knew domination was 
half about appearance, so I tried to erase the visible damage, so 
Mason couldn’t think he’d won. My spine still rang with vibrations 
of torture, but I exhaled through it, willing the horrors away as best 
I could. 

“Hey, Von?” I called through the door. 

His British lilt came back tender and laced with concern I could 
feel through the door. “You alright in there?” 

I swallowed, feeling stupid as I closed my eyes and put words to 
one of my many concerns. “Are you a vampire?” 

“No.” Von’s swift response made my shoulders relax, but then 
tense up again when he added, “I’m a half-vampire.” 

I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Is that like, half a serial 
killer?” 

Von’s explanation came to me with the controlled air of a 
teacher explaining gravity to his student. “I’m not a full vampire, 
but I was bitten by one last year. I crave blood like you wouldn’t 
believe, but every bit of human blood I drink gets me closer to the 
transition. Then it’s goodbye sun for me, no more sleeping at all, 
and I’m left a scavenger who feeds on humans instead of the roast 
goose we had earlier. I’d be more rabid animal than man. No soul, 
and no conscience. The bloke who bit me didn’t even know his own 
name. Did you see my eyes? They used to both be blue, but one’s 
gold now. If I transition into a full vampire, they’ll both be gold, 
and I’ll be gone forever.” He sniffed the air like Allie used to do 
when I’d had the crockpot going. “So if you could do your best not 
to bleed, that would increase both our chances of survival quite a 
bit. I don’t want to bite you any more than you want me to.” 

A loud bang from out in the foyer area made me jump, and I 
couldn’t tell if it came from a gun or something less harrowing. The 
scuffle sounded like it was still near the front door, but I knew the 
wind could shift at any moment. 

I cleared my throat and tried to stay in the conversation. “This 
is... This is a lot. You’re really a vampire?” I pressed my hand to my 
forehead, trying to keep up. 

“Half-vampire, yes, but you can’t let me drink your blood.” 

I threw out my arms in exasperation, even though he couldn’t 
see my wild gesticulation from the other side of the closed door. 
“Well, obviously I don’t go around letting strangers suck my blood.” 


Von shuffled forward, and it sounded like his hand was pressed 
to the door in earnest, his voice inches from my ear through the 
wood. “Look, you want to leave? The quickest way to make that 
happen is to stay put, so we can secure the house from an attack. 
The muddy woman lying in the foyer out here? Her name is Tanga. 
She’s a messenger sent by King Geon to search for a new Omen. 
King Geon wants his hands on an Omen, which would be very bad 
for you, if that’s what you turn out to be. He’s bent on kidnapping 
you, and as much as you hate us, Geon and his messengers are far 
worse.” 

“Okay. I barely get what’s going on, but whatever gets me home 
fastest.” 

“Atta girl.” Von exclaimed when another loud bang sounded, 
followed by a crash. These were the kinds of horror movie tricks I 
hated —- when they tried to make you jumpy by using sudden loud 
noises right when you were trying to have a moment. Bruce 
Campbell would never have jumped at a cheap stunt like that. 
Bruce was amazing, but I was a big chicken. “Are you almost 
finished in there, Peach?” 

“That depends. Do I need to run from you?” 

“That depends. Are you bleeding anywhere?” 

“No, but I still want to go home.” 

Von paused, and my heart dropped into my stomach. “You 
might have to stick around a little while longer. I know that’s not 
what you want to hear. This all must be pretty confusing, but I 
promise you, I want you to come out of this unscathed. I’ll have a 
talk with Mason; make him see reason. He’s really a decent bloke. 
Truly one of my best mates. Sometimes people get a touch of 
madness in them when they’re at the end of their rope.” 

“Yeah? Well, madness just so happens to be my specialty, but 
I’ve never tried to break someone’s spine before.” 

“Tl make sure he doesn’t do that again.” 

I looked at my reflection again, but this time something caught 
my eye. Behind me on the emerald wallpaper was a long black 
diagonal mark that was throwing off the perfect order of the 
bathroom. I gasped when I saw it was a line of cockroaches 
climbing down from the ceiling. When I glanced up, I saw dozens 
more coming out from the vent above my head. “Um, Von?” The 
cockroaches came skittering down the walls in thick rows and 
pooled at my feet, congregating around my shoes and covering the 


floor. “Von! Something’s happening!” 

Von flung open the door, surely not expecting the sea of insects 
that were lapping at my skittish feet. He swore loudly and gasped at 
the hundreds of shiny black bugs that were now assembling around 
me, encasing me in my own private island of horrors. They weren’t 
in perfect formations like the ants were, but they were standing 
around me with purpose. The truth was out: I was Pigpen from the 
Peanuts cartoon, only instead of dust, I traveled with a cloud of 
bugs. I stood in my shame, unsure how or why the bugs kept 
flocking to me. Maybe they knew I was trash, or had been raised in 
it. 

I was horribly embarrassed. First I almost punched Ezra seconds 
after his engagement, and now I was surrounded by bugs like a 
filthy soon-to-be stepchild. 

“Okay, love,” Von said in a soothing tone, his hands raised with 
a forced smile to calm my anxiety. “I want you to jump to me. Can 
you do that?” 

My back was still throbbing, but I moved to obey. My foot 
scooped up dozens of little trespassers, drawing out a frightened 
whimper that pulled Von closer. His gaze was filled with kindness, 
which, given all the other emotions that could have been 
controlling his features, said a lot about him. I met his gaze, not 
holding back the distress that choked me. “Make this be over,” I 
begged, meeting his compassionate eyes with fear I didn’t bother 
concealing. 

Von postured, and then nodded, taking charge when I was on 
the verge of falling apart. “Don’t worry, little peach. I’ll get you 
out.” He charged through the sea of bugs and scooped me up like a 
friggin’ fireman on a mission, carrying me out into the hallway. He 
spent an entire three seconds letting me cling to him like the child I 
was, cradling me without a hint of judgment or impatience. 

Von kissed my forehead, and then gingerly set my legs down so 
he could slam the bathroom door shut. Then he snatched up my 
hand and bolted toward Ezra and Danny, who were still arguing. 
Mason was nowhere in sight. 

“Tanga!” Von announced, his panic clear. “Tanga’s starting to 
wake up! Her minions are in the bathroom, gunning for the girl.” 

Ezra clenched his fists, not panicked, but pissed. “Brilliant. Von, 
take October Grace to the panic room with Mariang and Lynna.” 

I knew enough about solitary to know I sure as Sunday wasn’t 


going to get locked up by these loons. I bolted for the front door, 
ignoring the shouts of the men that echoed around me. Danny 
lunged for me, but he wasn’t fast enough. 

I flung open the heavy front door, not anticipating a cavalcade 
of moths a zillion strong waiting for me in a veil stretching from the 
porch to the overhang above. They were so thick, I couldn’t see 
anything beyond them. Not the expanse of the front lawn, not the 
moon, not anything. I screamed as they whipped past me in a white 
blur. They flew with purpose and speed, using haphazard strokes of 
their soft wings. 

Mason charged past me and slammed the front door shut. My 
ears heard nothing but my own screaming and the flapping that 
sounded like a million decks of cards being shuffled at once. “I’ve 
brought the Omen a sacrifice, and that sacrifice is about to wake up 
and put up a fight. We’re not waiting on this, Ezra. If you think ’m 
the worst thing that’s coming here tonight, you’re dead wrong. 
Tanga’s no doubt already sent a message using her minions to tell 
King Geon we’ve found the next Omen. He’ll send soldiers here to 
take the girl and test her!” 

“Let me out of here!” I shouted. 

Mason whirled on me as the moths flew through the house, 
dispersing in the air as if they were on a single-minded mission of 
doom. One of his dreads whipped me in the face, and his upper lip 
curled behind his short beard in a scowl. “You can’t leave! It all 
hangs on you! Don’t you see? If King Geon takes you, it’s over for 
the rest of us. We don’t know who’s in Sama’s pocket! Geon could 
take you straight to Sama, and then where would we be?” 

“Um, how should I know? I don’t know King Geon or Sama or 
you!” I spat out a few moth wings that had turned to powder on my 
lips, increasing my panic. “I just want to go home!” My arms flew 
out to punctuate my point, but Mason must’ve thought I was trying 
to fight him. His burly hands found my wrists like heat-seeking 
missiles, clutching them between us so I was right where he wanted 
me. “Let me go!” 

Mason’s voice was calm, but his grip was punishing. “The 
sacrifice I brought you isn’t dead yet; she’s starting to rouse. You 
think you hate me? All I’m doing is keeping you inside the house. If 
King Geon’s working for Sama, he’ll steal you and lock you in his 
dungeon, testing you using unspeakable means. I know the king’s 
mind. I know the danger. I’m trying to protect you!” 


“Hurting me isn’t protecting me!” My tone was a mixture of 
angry and mournful. I struggled against him like a butterfly caught 
in a net as hundreds of moths exploded themselves into me like so 
many miniature kamikaze flyers. 

Mason pulled me closer so I was looking into his eyes in a way 
that felt intimate. I didn’t do well with intimate, so I focused on his 
nose. His voice was solemn, and his gray eyes earnest. “And I’ll do 
it all over again if you try to escape. You'll get yourself killed out 
there, and I won’t have that. Being hurt is better than being dead.” 

Before I could spit back a response, there was commotion 
coming from the direction of the kitchen. Von darted to the back of 
the house to check it out, and then whipped toward us, a Biblical 
plague of flies on his heels. “We have another visitor! King Geon’s 
second lieutenant’s trying to break in through the back door. They 
know you abducted Tanga, Mason! Did you think he’d just let that 
go?” 

Ezra closed his eyes like someone had just farted in church as 
the flies swarmed the foyer. “This is why, Mason. This is why you 
need to let me handle things. Now you’ve brought international war 
on my home! And Tanga’s waking back up!” 

Mason gestured to me. “Then have the girl kill Tanga now 
before the lieutenant breaks in!” 

I gaped at him, accidentally letting two more moths into my 
mouth. I spat them on the floor with the others, shuddering through 
my internal freak-out. “What? No! You’re crazy! I’m not a killer!” 

Bugs in my mouth. There were just bugs in my mouth. The life is 
messy, and that’s okay mantra didn’t extend to bugs in my mouth. I 
let out a pathetic whimper I despised myself for, but that was the 
most I would allow myself to carry on about it in mixed company. 

Mason let me go, warning me with a finger not to try any funny 
business. When he pulled a machete out of his cloak with what 
looked like perhaps too much experience wielding it, I decided 
maybe this time it would be best for me to obey, since I was 
unarmed. 

Ezra yanked a knife from the dirt of the tall plant near the front 
door, casting me a look of apology when I gasped. A Viking 
wielding a machete was alarming enough, but the modest knife in 
country club Ezra’s grip broke my perception of him anew. It looked 
so vulgar in his manicured hand. “It’s necessary. Stay where you 
are, and we'll protect you.” 


Mason charged toward the back of the house where the flies 
originated from with his machete drawn. The flies followed him, 
thank goodness. In the chaos, I backed into the wall of the foyer 
near the hallway and away from the front door. I clawed at the skin 
on the backs of my hands to relieve a little of the stress that scraped 
at my insides. I bit my lip as I reached for the touchstone that kept 
me from screaming like a mental patient in the middle of a 
Thorazine withdrawal. Bruce Campbell wouldn’t cry right now. You 
can get through this. 

The men scattered like, well to say they scattered like 
cockroaches would probably be poor form. I assume they went to 
look for a big old can of bug spray after they fended off whoever 
was trying to bust in through the back of the house. I took a few 
breaths that were moth-free, and the freedom of that particular 
drag into my lungs was a relief. My aching spine was pressed to the 
wall as I scratched at my skin, silent in my cyclone of distress. Small 
beads of blood rose to the surface, and then started to drizzle down 
the slope of my arms. 

They were crazy. They kept knives and machetes around for 
after-dinner fun. I knew there had to be a catch to Bev finding such 
unadulterated bliss. 

They were all in the kitchen, fighting who knows what kind of 
magical creature King Geon’s lieutenant might be. It was my one 
chance to escape. I scrambled around Tanga’s stirring body toward 
the heavy front door. I didn’t know what damage a jillion moths 
could do to me, but I sure as Sunday knew what a machete could 
do. 

No sooner did my fingers brush the brass knob did Ezra come 
barreling towards me, his knife dripping with the fresh blood of the 
intruder. “No! October, stop!” 

My hand slipped on the knob, but the door was dead-bolted 
now, so it didn’t much matter. “I have to go home!” I shouted, 
turning for the bolt. 

It was at that precise moment Tanga broke free of her bindings 
and snatched at my ankle from her supine position on the floor, 
knocking me to my knees. She stood in her tattered gray wizarding 
robes, and I shrieked at the too-tall woman with razor-like teeth. 
She had fingernails adorned with attachments that were just as 
sharp, looking down on me like I was a juicy burger. She had brown 
skin and long black hair that was matted with knots and mud in 


parts. Her injuries seemed an afterthought as she cracked her neck 
with a sinister smile. “At last,” she said as her bugged black eyes 
fell on me. 


Eleven. 
Switching Sides 


I anga looked wild, and totally unperturbed by the 


patches of mud and dried blood caking her dark skin. 
She was focused on me, but my attention was only set 
on escaping Crazy Town. I tried to right myself from my 
hands-and-knees position on the floor to escape, but one 
of her hands swung down and caught my arm. Her 
metallic nail attachments sliced deeper than a finger had 
a right to. I hissed in surprise as blood pooled at the cut 
and began weeping down my arm. 

I snarled, fed up with the fight I didn’t understand, but somehow 
found myself smack in the middle of. I leapt to my feet, returning 
her slash with a punch to the throat, since she was much taller than 
me. I straightened while she choked, her eyes widening and then 
narrowing as she recalculated the threat I was to her. I punched her 
three more times in rapid succession, not holding back any of my 
rage. “Back up, you assjack! I don’t even know you.” 

When Tanga was doubled over and in too much pain to fight, 
Mason positioned himself between Von and me, growling I swear 
like a dog. I didn’t understand why it seemed like he was protecting 
me from Von, of all people, but I wasn’t about to complain. Mason 
was switching sides, protecting me when he’d just been twisting my 
spine like a jerk. 

Ezra wasted no time wrestling a frenzied Von in the foyer, the 


two locked in what looked to be an emotionally painful struggle. It 
seemed Von wanted to lose as the two scrapped and tumbled. When 
Ezra finally pinned Von to the floor, still somehow flawlessly 
unruffled, his voice was gentle. “Easy, son. Easy now. It’s just a 
little blood. Breathe through it.” 

“T think I’m alright,” Von said, as if he’d been the one to get cut. 
“Tm sorry, October!” 

“lve got her, Von. Go get some air.” Mason inched closer to 
stand at my side. His hairy arm wound around my stomach and 
yanked me away from the gasping Tanga, flinging me behind him 
and smacking my back to the foyer wall. 

The filthy bug woman had only just recovered from my punches, 
but Danny and Von were already wrestling her to the floor, binding 
her hands with a few zip ties. She seemed happy to let me escape 
those few feet in the same way hunters get excited talking about 
Bambi when it gets close to open season. “King Geon sent me for 
the Omen,” she growled, her stomach pinned to the hardwood by 
Danny and Von, who wouldn’t negotiate. “All he wants is her, not 
anyone else. You'll be spared if you just give her to us!” 

Mason spat a thick wad of grossness on her face, making me 
cringe. “That’s how I found Tanga. I heard you were narrowing 
down on locating the Omen, Ezra, so I came to offer my assistance. 
Intercepted Tanga on my way here when I learned her plan was to 
abduct this one,” he said with a thumb jerked in my direction. “I 
think Tanga will make an excellent sacrifice.” 

Ezra’s voice was grim. “King Geon’s overstepped before, but 
never so clearly as this. Sending someone to steal the Omen?” He 
shook his head in disgust. 

“Then let us send a message, Ezra.” Von finally regained his 
composure, standing with Ezra when it seemed Danny had Tanga 
under control. Von’s shoulders tensed slightly in front of the man I 
could tell he was viciously protective of. Though Mason was burlier, 
the fire in Von’s suddenly malevolent eyes reminded me of the 
inmates who would smile kindly to lure everyone into a false sense 
of security, only to slit someone’s throat if they took cuts in the 
chow line. I plastered my shoulders to the wall to distance myself 
from every freaky brand of psychotic surrounding me. 

Von’s voice had an edge to it that belied the smile he had in 
place. “Does King Geon really think so little of Ezra’s security that 
he’d send you here to take what doesn’t belong to him?” 


“The Omen belongs to all of us!” Tanga screeched. 

Von tsked her like she was a petulant child. “Aw. I almost want 
to let you escape so you can go back to your almighty blowhard of 
a king and tell him a sweet little teenager beat you up.” 

I wanted to correct him and mention that I was actually twenty- 
two, but now didn’t seem the time for semantics. 

Von met my eyes and gave me a nod of solidarity that served to 
center me in the midst of the insanity. I couldn’t speak, so I bit 
down on my lower lip and nodded my compliance in return. I 
decided that of all the monsters I was surrounded by, the vampire 
was the least terrifying. Half-vampire, I reminded myself. 

Danny caught our little exchange of trust, and I could see the 
wheels of a plan turning in his head. He picked up Tanga’s head 
and slammed it hard to the ground, knocking her out in one fell 
swoop. “I know how to prove October’s an Omen. If I can do that, 
she can be awakened today, yeah?” he asked Ezra. 

Ezra rubbed the back of his neck. “I suppose. But I need more 
proof than just her bones being harder to break.” 

Danny rose from his perch atop Tanga and moved past Mason to 
face me. I was expecting a conversation or something, not his stupid 
giant muscles slamming me back against the wall in the foyer. I let 
out a scream when Danny pulled a knife from his belt and pressed it 
tight to my throat. 

“Danny, stop!” Von and Ezra cried in unison. 

I expected the tip of the knife to puncture my skin as Von lunged 
for Danny to get him off of me, but Danny didn’t cut me. Instead he 
reached for a trickle of blood on my arm, dabbing a little on the tip 
of his finger. “Smell that?” Danny taunted his brother. “You’re a 
sick man, Von. You want to drink her blood, don’t you?” 

Now Von was trying to get at me, his eyes wild with fight as he 
tried to push Danny out of the way with his fangs bared. He’d gone 
from the only one I could kind of trust to ravenous for my blood on 
a dime. 

“Danny, no!” Ezra cried, trying to separate the brothers. 

Danny held his red-painted finger out to Von. “How about just a 
little taste. Tell us if she’s part human and part Matruculan. It’s 
better than Mason trying to break another of her bones, yeah?” 
Danny looked unperturbed at Ezra’s shouting, addressing only his 
brother with a look of faux sympathy. “You’ve been so good, 
abstaining as you have. Tell me what she tastes like — pure human? 


Or a little something extra? We need the confirmation. You’d be 
doing us a service by just having one little taste.” 

“No!” I screamed, afraid of the monster I could tell Von didn’t 
want to be. “Von, you don’t want to do this!” 

Von lost his mind and threw Ezra to the ground with an 
inhuman roar, popping Danny’s finger into his mouth. 

No one expected Danny’s right hook, least of all Von. Von hit 
the ground and stayed there, though I knew he could’ve gotten back 
up to return the punch. “She’s both!” Von choked out. “She’s half 
human and half from Terraway. Definitely Matruculan.” He writhed 
on the ground, fists clenched in his hair as he gnashed his teeth. 
“How could you do that to me, Danny?” he roared, utterly beside 
himself. “More! Now that I’ve tasted her, all I want is more! No, 
Danny!” 

Now Danny’s body acted as a shield to keep Von off of me as the 
vampire leapt to his feet and lunged for more of my blood. I’m 
pretty sure I screamed as I closed my eyes to brace for the end of it 
all. 

Ezra’s arms went around Von, jerking him back. “Son, remember 
yourself! You don’t want to do this!” When that didn’t seem to deter 
Von from reaching for me again with frenzied fingers, Ezra shouted, 
“There are extra blood bags and honey bottles in the kitchen. Run!” 
As soon as Von fled the temptation, Ezra whirled on Danny. “Have 
you no pity for your own brother? He’s doing his best, which is a 
far sight more than you’re doing to help matters.” 

“I don’t care what you think. I care that this one’s awakened. I 
care that Mariang gets a break! If Von can help, it’s the least he can 
do.” 

I felt for Von, who was trying not to be a monster, and despised 
Danny, who didn’t care that he was. I hissed at the sting of the cool 
blade that returned to my skin. Danny pushed the tip to my jugular, 
glaring into my eyes that refused to shrink. I would not be small in 
front of these psychopaths. If they wanted to keep me here, it would 
be the worst decision of their shortened lives. 

This was not my first time being held at knifepoint. It was my 
tenth, at least. The first time was a teenager who took my backpack 
on the way to school, the dummy. All I had in there were books and 
homework. I ended up failing that American History assignment 
though, and was convinced that “My dog ate my homework” 
might’ve held up better than “A knife-wielding thief stole my 


homework, I swear.” 

I hadn’t cried then, and I wouldn’t crack now. Danny was tall 
and muscular, but I was scrappy. I held his venomous gaze and 
returned it with one of my own. “Don’t move an inch,” he seethed. 

Mason swore. “Danny, stop!” His burly arm wrapped across 
Danny’s shoulder to cuff his hand over Danny’s throat. “If she 
bleeds, you go down, brother. We need her alive.” 

“Do it,” I dared Danny. “You want to cut me open? Do it, you 
pansy!” 

“Don’t tempt me!” Danny’s thin lips snarled at me. He had a 
square-shaped head, and when he was livid, he had a passing 
resemblance to Frankenstein’s monster. I could practically see the 
bolts in his neck. “You’re lucky I actually need you alive, or I’d have 
handed you over to King Geon for testing. You think you hate 
Mason and me? Geon’s far worse.” 

Ezra and Mason were shouting for Danny to drop the knife. 
“Danny, don’t! We need her alive! That’s the whole point of all of 
it!” 

My back was still aching, but I muscled through the sting, 
glaring into Danny’s blue eyes with just as much hate as he focused 
on me. “Why are you hesitating? You’ve got me right where you 
want me. Do it, you wuss!” 

Mason hissed at me, “Yow’re not helping, kid.” 

Danny released a little of the pressure when Mason’s grip 
tightened around his neck. As Danny’s knife pulled away, Mason’s 
arm retracted so Danny could swallow again. I knew I had exactly 
two seconds before Danny convinced himself my head would look 
fabulous mounted on his wall. I pulled the cheapest (but most 
effective) shot and kicked him straight in the groin, ducking to the 
left just in case he came back for a stab. As he doubled over in 
throbbing pain, I grabbed the back of his head and slammed it 
down into the wall above the baseboard, kicking him in the side for 
being a jackwagon. 

Tanga’s nails sliced through the zip ties ’'d known couldn’t hold 
her for long. She was on her feet and lunging for me, as if I was the 
one who’d kidnapped her. 

“October, run!” Ezra shouted, his knife raised as he readied to 
defend his home. 

Instead of running for the front door, I bolted toward the back of 
the house into the kitchen, certain I could find an exit somewhere. 


The flies were everywhere, and Von was heaving in big gulps of air 
as he sucked on a juice pouch. He paused his drink and motioned 
me toward the pantry. “Hide in there until we get this all sorted.” 

I didn’t bother arguing, but shut myself inside. I heard shouting 
that told me the fight wasn’t a clear win for us — though really, I 
was still trying to figure out whose side I was on. 

I grabbed what I needed from the pantry in case I was brought 
back into the fight. It wasn’t my best plan, but I’m no Bruce 
Campbell. Homeboy would’ve had his boomstick in hand and a five- 
part plan he’d execute with a roguish smile on his face. I was just 
trying not to break down into tears. 

I pocketed what I needed before the door was flung open, a 
bloody razor-clad hand reaching in and gripping my arm, slicing 
deep enough to make me stop thrashing so she didn’t hit an artery 
and cause a real mess. “Finally,” she breathed. “King Geon’s going 
to have fun with you now, after all the trouble you’ve caused me.” I 
could tell she was summoning up gumption or serenity or magic or 
something ominous to start the next phase of her plan. She opened 
her mouth, and hundreds of white moths flew out like vomit, 
encircling us in a cloud of white. 


Twelve. 
Blind and Bloody 


I began to understand why animals peed themselves 


under extreme duress. I was on the verge. 

Von attacked from behind her, and Ezra flew in from the foyer. 
The two pummeled Tanga’s tall form to the ground with many 
manly grunts, pinning her down on her back. Leaping out of the 
pantry, I ignored the guys’ protests for me to stay put and ran 
toward Tanga’s head through the angry flock of moths that 
exploded on me in little annoying puffs. They seemed to be 
controlled by her rage, of which she had an endless supply. 

Tanga opened her long razor teeth and uttered an ominous, 
“Gumising, anak na babae ng kamatayan!” 

I loved the horror movies that had evil spells in them, and she 
was totally ruining it for me. “Whatever,” I murmured as I popped 
the top off the tub of cayenne pepper I’d stashed in my pocket. 

“Get back!” Ezra shouted to me. He tried to stab Tanga without 
getting pierced himself with her armored nails. She swiped at Ezra’s 
face, gouging him across the jaw. He fell back in shock, holding his 
chin. “Ah!” 

I punched Tanga hard on her nose, doing my part to keep her 
away from Ezra. I assumed he was the good guy in this situation, 
though really, it was anyone’s guess. 

The kitchen was in pandemonium as moths swarmed toward 
their master, pelting us like tiny dust bullets that exploded all over 
in a haze of disgusting chaos. They tried to somehow help their 


master by pissing us off, and darn it, it was working. 

“Hold her head down, Von!” I yelled, trying to stay on point 
even after seven moths flew in my mouth. I spat them out, refusing 
to freak out until it was all over. I centered myself as much as I 
could with the mantra Ollie had made me say over and over. Life is 
messy, and that’s okay. I knew for sure there were no moths in my 
bedroom back home, so I forced the germs and the powdery guts 
from my mind and put myself back in the action. If that one room 
was clean, then the rest of life could be a little messy, and I could 
deal. That was the theory, anyway. 

The second Von slammed Tanga’s other wrist to the linoleum, I 
dumped half the contents of the bottle out over her black eyes. On 
instinct, Tanga blinked, just as I’'d wanted her to. The powder 
settled itself into her eyeballs, forcing a terrified scream to erupt 
from her mouth. I took my opening and dumped the other half of 
the tub into her mouth, wincing as her razor teeth snapped at me 
like a shark as she choked the hot spice into her lungs. 

Von was sweating, and his hands were having a hard time 
keeping the witch properly pinned. The moths were pelting us, 
making me blanch. Tanga was on the defensive for the moment, but 
I guessed the small advantage I’d bought us would be short-lived, 
not unlike us if we didn’t hold onto our upper hand. 

“Here, I can help.” I knelt on shaking legs to the bug-littered 
floor of the kitchen, holding one of Tanga’s razor hands down with 
my knee while I pinched down on a pressure point between her 
shoulder and her neck. She screamed impossibly louder, and Von 
shot me an appreciative look. 

Despite the confusion and chaos that had stolen my sanity, Von 
gazed at me like I was something amazing. “Did you just blind 
her?” Von asked over Tanga’s screams. 

“Temporarily. I bought you two some time, so sort out your 
shiz!” I motioned to Ezra, who had blood dripping down his chin. 

Ezra’s face was awash in horror and regret at seeing me kneeling 
atop the writhing bug witch’s arm on the floor, while Von wrestled 
the other half of her. 

Mason barreled in like a Viking, ready for a whole mess of 
killing. He clutched a long knife in his hand that was already 
dripping with thick, red blood. “Move back, girl.” 

Von groaned. “So much blood!” 

Ezra held out his palm to me, his hand steady, though his 


breathing was not. “October, close your eyes, dear.” 

“A little too late for that,” I chided the grown man. “And if I let 
her go, she’ll come after you, Mason. Do what you gotta do and be 
done with it!” 

“You have to do it. I can help you,” Mason explained. I let out a 
pathetic noise of distress when his hand molded mine around his 
weapon. Mason caught my eye and nodded as he raised the long 
machete he had clutched in our joined hands. “Thank you for your 
sacrifice,” he said to Tanga in what could only be described as a 
respectful tone. Then, before I could run through the list of life 
sentences this would get me in a court of law, we plunged the blade 
downward into the thrashing woman. 

I whimpered, and the sound rang of inexperience. I’d witnessed 
a great many crapfests in my day, but I’d never held a woman down 
while a Viking and I stabbed her through. I didn’t totally 
understand why I was helping them. Or maybe I did, but didn’t 
want this to be how it all went down. 

The moths swarming around us started flying as if they’d had 
one too many at the bar. Their drunken flight paths were easy to 
intercept with a bat of a hand, and many started to flop to the 
ground in defeat, now that their leader was on her way to her last 
breath. 

Sure enough, the red came bubbling out from Tanga’s crusty 
gown, spilling out onto the floor of the kitchen, staining the 
linoleum. 

That was the tipping point for my whines of distress to mutate 
into screams of horror. 


Thirteen. 
Awakening an 
Omen 


“D 
anny, phone the Academy! Mason, secure the 


doors and make sure no one else is coming for her,” Ezra 
commanded as he bolted into the foyer with Danny to 


handle whatever needed taking care of out there. 

Mason ran out of the room, leaving Von and me to hold down 
Tanga as she bled out, still fighting with unsteady limbs. 

Von eyed the thick blood with longing, biting his lower lip 
through the desire to shed his facade of humanity in front of me to 
become the beast he was. “Well, do your thing, Lestat! You can 
drink non-human blood without transitioning, right?” I said to Von, 
motioning to the thick crimson pool that was toying with his 
stability. 

Von shot me a grateful look and bent down over her torso, 
opening his mouth wide like he was about the chomp down on a 
salami sub. I winced at the sound, trying to imagine that he was 
biting into an apple, and not a person. The gratuitous slurping as he 
stuck his mouth to her gushing wound and sucked like a nursing 
baby gave me the creeps. He let loose gluttonous noises that made 
me want to ralph all over the place. 

I watched, my mouth twisted in disgust and horror as Von 
pulled back, whining, “For all this that she’s got spilling all over the 
place, the only thing I smell is your blood!” He licked his lips, 


fixated on my smaller injuries. “Your young, healthy blood.” 

“Stop freaking me out! And FYI, it sounds pervy when you say 
I’m young and healthy like that.” My little gouges were nothing to 
Tanga’s stab wound, but Von eyed my arm with longing. I pointed 
my finger in his face and leveled my most no-nonsense stare at him. 
“Don’t you even think about it.” I tried to reason with the beautiful 
beast, knowing my threats would do precious little if he decided his 
willpower wasn’t as appealing as the turkey dinner I had swimming 
around in my veins. My voice changed to a softer pleading, as if 
talking down a jumper. “You said my blood would get you closer to 
turning into a full vampire, right? That you don’t want to only come 
out at night? That you don’t want to live off of humans?” 

Von nodded, looking pitifully at me. “But I want it,” he 
whispered. 

I leaned over Tanga and gingerly picked up his wrist, touched 
his finger to the sticky blood, and then lifted it to paint his lips with 
the crimson. “Drink this. This is the feast that’s on the menu, so 
knock yourself out.” 

Von gulped as he nodded, bowing down to indulge in his 
degradation, his lips suckling like a sweet baby as Tanga tried to 
fend him off with one of her weighted hands. Though I knew he 
was a monster, my heart did an upside-down ballerina spin for him, 
wishing I could do something to help (other than offer myself up). 
It seemed to be the equivalent of craving a filet mignon, but only 
being granted a Big Mac. After a few seconds, Von contented 
himself with the endless supply of Big Macs. I softened when he 
reached across Tanga, gripping my wrist in desperation to keep 
himself centered. I could tell that he loathed himself as he drank, 
and though I understood precious little about the situation at hand, 
Von needed me to stay with him, strangers though we were. 

“Tm sorry. I’m so sorry. I know how this looks. I wasn’t always 
like this,” he pled between slurps. 

My heart tugged in my chest at his self-loathing. That was an 
emotion I completely understood. “Hey, I’m not going anywhere. 
I’m right here,” I offered. 

Von let out a whine of distress as his hand pressed to the pantry 
door. “The blood! I can still smell it. You tasted so fresh. Ripe as a 
peach. I’ve been so good! This is torture!” 

“Tt’ll be alright, Von. Take a breather.” I closed my eyes and 
tried to think of anything else to block out the sounds of Von 


glugging blood. I wasn’t generally a “the sky is falling” kind of girl, 
but ’'d read enough Anne Rice to know a vampire when it licked 
the blood off a person. 

Von lapped audibly, and I cringed. I didn’t care for the sound of 
people sucking soup off their spoons, and it turns out I was even 
less endeared to the sound when Tanga’s blood was the tomato 
soup. 

Mason came into the kitchen and knelt next to Tanga, watching 
her wan face as she struggled to breathe. He’d been gouged by her 
long nails on his bicep, and a trickle of red oozed out of him as he 
came down from the fight. The nurse in me wanted to treat it. I 
knew Von wanted to help in his own disgusting way. 

When Von’s gaze fell on me as he pulled up from his dinner, he 
forced a serene expression into place. He moved around Tanga and 
knelt next to me across from Mason, his one blue eye and one 
golden eye staring deep into my hazel to force about a calm neither 
of us felt. “I need you to try something,” he whispered. 

Mason sat up straight, his head whipping to Von. “Shouldn’t 
Ezra be here for this?” I could hear Ezra and Danny’s mumbled 
arguments coming from the living room area. 

“T thought you came here because you wanted things to change. 
You know Danny can’t be the Reaper for two Omens. If you really 
do love Danny, you’ll see how bad that would be for him. And for 
Mariang, come to think of it.” 

Mason checked to make sure Danny and Ezra were still in the 
other room. I got the feeling we were about to do something we 
weren’t supposed to. “Do it quickly, then.” 

Slowly Von reached for my wrist, giving me time to pull away. I 
considered it, but since he was gentle when he brought my hand to 
rest atop Tanga’s chest, just to the left of the sticky wound, I 
allowed it for the mere reason that I was curious. He seemed to 
know what he was doing, while I was still trying to catch up. His 
voice was quiet when he spoke to me, as if we were about to share 
in some grand secret. “If you’re not an Omen, nothing will happen, 
and I’ll drive you home myself. If you are an Omen, you need to be 
awakened. Reaping the life of a dying citizen of Terraway is how 
that’s done.” 

I shot him a look of concern. “All I heard was ‘Blah, blah, blah, 
you can go home after this.” 

Von smirked, ignoring the two men shouting in the next room. 


Danny and Ezra were really getting into it. “That’s spot on.” He 
brought the crown of my head to his chest, his fingers sifting 
through my disheveled ponytail as if he actually cared that this was 
a massively confusing day for me. 

“T just killed someone,” I confessed, my guilt palpable. “I’m a 
nurse. My job’s to heal people, not kill them.” 

Von shushed me. “Tanga had her own evil plans for you. Now 
close your eyes and concentrate. Can you feel something cold 
flowing through her skin?” 

“T, um... No. Her body’s still warm.” 

“Keep searching. Find the thing that’s cold and try to suck it into 
your skin. Like inhaling with your hand, yeah?” 

“Huh? I don’t know how to do that.” I wished I didn’t have to be 
in a situation where I had to remind people that I was a real live 
person, and not a vampire-unicorn-centaur or whatever they were. 

Von gripped my ponytail with his sticky, wet hand, making me 
shudder. I wanted to run for the nearest shower. I let out a choked 
whimper that had just as much to do with the dying body as it did 
the blood and germs in my hair. I sucked in my impending tears 
when Von’s calm voice broke through my fear. “Listen, I know this 
makes no sense, but trust me. This is what you were born to do. 
Forget that it’s impossible. Breathe with your hand. Find the cold 
and draw it into your palm. If you don’t, Mason will just bring 
another Mambabarang body in here for you to kill.” 

I had too many words, but none of them were what I wanted to 
say. I kept my mouth shut and swallowed the bile that rose in me at 
touching Tanga’s filthy robes while she struggled through her last 
breaths. I gripped Von’s bicep with my free hand, silently begging 
him not to leave when things were so confusing. I did my best to 
suspend reality and let my heartbeat flow through my hand like a 
breezy breath in and a breath out. I willed myself to feel anything 
like what he’d described. I closed my eyes and concentrated, urging 
whatever cold was in Tanga to come into me. I could feel Mason 
and Von silently begging me to hurry, to fulfill whatever box they 
needed checked so I could go home. 

Nothing happened at first, but after a few more seconds of 
ignoring Danny’s shouts and Ezra’s angry retorts coming in from the 
living room, I stumbled upon a small reprieve from the confusion. 
“Huh.” My fingers fumbled across her torso as I clutched for the 
chill. “I think I found it!” I gasped, holding tight to Von’s arm with 


my free one. 

“Are you certain?” 

“It’s happening? It’s finally happening?!” Mason moved to my 
other side. His rough hand was on my shoulder as he watched the 
weirdness with wide, boyish eyes. 

“Brilliant! Now drink it into your palm. Like, will it into your 
body.” 

“O-kay?” The slippery cold was like a slow-motion fish, 
twitching this way and that as it tried to squirm away from me. I 
tried to be gentle as I coaxed it with silent words, drawing it further 
into my hand. Come on, little buddy. The chilled fish tried to swim 
away, but my will was stronger, absorbing the cold until it filled my 
fingers and wrist. “I did it!” I pulled my hand from Tanga, 
grimacing at the amoebas that were no doubt skittering all over my 
skin. 

Mason gripped my shoulder. “You actually did it?” 

Suddenly I felt cold all over. My insides turned to ice, and I 
shivered at the painful sensation. “Ow!” I shouted, breaking our 
whispered exchange. “Ow, ow, ow, ow! Oh, something’s wrong! Get 
it out of me!” I yelled, grabbing Von tighter as the ice began to feel 
like knives shooting into my belly and spine. My joints grew rigid, 
and I began to panic. “Help!” 

Mason and Von moved my stiff body away from Tanga to sit a 
few feet from her, staring with trepidation and wonder. I was a 
popsicle, and I had 007 holding onto one of my arms and a Viking 
holding onto the other. So, you know, I was pretty well freaking 
out. 

Von was urgent now, his sweetness turning into a sharp 
command. “Now put the cold into my hand. Like, release it into me. 
Hurry!” 

“T c-can’t! It’s s-stuck!” 

I started to sway, but Mason caught me and put his arm behind 
me so I could anchor myself using his shoulder. “Do it! Give the 
soul to him!” Mason cheered me on. “I’ve never seen an Omen 
awakened before.” He let me lean into his burly side, which was 
warm when I was freezing. He held onto my free hand, squeezing 
gently to communicate solidarity. “Von, come closer. Focus, both of 
you!” 

Danny and Ezra ran back into the kitchen, identical looks of 
horror and astonishment painting their faces as Von took my 


trembling hand and pressed it to his cheek. “No!” Danny shouted, 
lunging for me with wide eyes. 

The invisible fish finally wriggled toward the exit point without 
me needing to tell it to. I gasped when I felt it split into two, part of 
it ricocheting into Mason’s hand that held onto mine, while the 
other half slid into Von by way of his cheek. Mason and Von fell 
away, writhing in choked agony as Danny tackled me to the floor, 
knocking the wind from my lungs. 

The cold had gone, so I was about fifty-fifty as far as pain versus 
elation. I felt lighter somehow, and the things that bothered me and 
taunted me slowly lifted like balloons being untied one by one so 
they could fly up and tap on the vaulted ceiling. My problems and 
fears seemed distant, as if there was a glass wall between me and 
my awful day. Even my OCD seemed placed on a shelf. The world 
looked different, though I had no idea how or why. 

“No! No! Give it here!” Danny demanded from his perch atop 
me, searching my hands for signs of the phantom chill. When he 
didn’t find it there, he felt all over my body, squeezing too roughly 
as he searched for the invisible fish. I struggled to catch my breath 
as I tried to sweep his hands off me, kicking and punching at 
random to fend him off. 

Before I could brace myself, Danny’s sweaty lips crashed down 
on mine in the most confusing kiss of my life (not that there were a 
ton to choose from). I screamed against him, my hands scrambling 
to extricate myself from the most unwelcome advance. He pulled 
away and called out in a mournful wail, “It’s not here! Von, no! 
What did you do?” Both Von and Mason had fallen back and were 
clutching their chests like they’d just come in first and second place 
at a marathon. 

I sat up and socked Danny across the face. Using my brief 
window, I took my advantage and ran for the front door, not caring 
what lie in wait for me out in the night. 

I bolted for my car, ignoring that Terence the Taurus was 
covered in a thick layer of bug sludge, and was still in need of a 
spare. The goo was slick and clear with a brown tinge that made me 
gag — but it would take me home, so I swallowed my scream and 
clutched the slimy door handle with the sleeve of my ruined hoodie. 

A low voice I’d never heard before sent a chill up my spine. “I 
knew it was you.” 

I looked up and saw a man covered from head to toe in mud 


walking toward me from the other side of my car. It was the same 
man I’d almost hit last week, who’d been standing in the middle of 
the road with a wolf. He wasn’t covered in worms this time, but he 
was no less forbidding. His black eyes gleamed with defiance in the 
glow of the porch light. While Tanga had looked beaten and 
bedraggled, this guy had an upright posture, and though he was 
covered in mud, he somehow struck me as more upper crust than 
her. A smear of mud obstructed part of the design of what looked 
like a geometric facial tattoo on his cheek. I was irate that I couldn’t 
get away from these guys. “I’ve hit my limit with mud monsters 
today, dude. Get away from me!” 

Ezra’s voice was stern as he sidled up on my left. “She’s our 
responsibility, Prince Langgam. She’s barely been awakened half a 
minute. You can report back to King Geon that we’re in process. 
We'll handle any other soldiers he sends for her with the same final 
blow we dealt Tanga. Any attack on her henceforth will be met with 
the full force of Terraway. She’s under my protection now.” When 
Ezra’s hand gripped my shoulder, I whirled on him with a swift left 
hook and an uppercut that felt right deep down in my soul. He’d 
tricked Bev, sure, but he’d hoodwinked me into thinking he was this 
great guy, too. I hated being wrong. 

“Handle your Omen, or I will!” Prince Langgam threatened Ezra, 
who was shocked I had that much oomph in my punch. “Father sent 
me to retrieve her, but I’m on your side, Ezra. I know you can do 
more with her than Father can. Let me help you!” 

Danny was on me from behind in the next second, and fear like 
none other lit me from the inside as I struggled to get him off me. I 
kicked my leg back to try to knock his shin, but despite his battle 
wounds, he was just plain stronger than me. 

Danny’s bicep wrapped around my neck in a chokehold I was all 
too familiar with. I’d had to use it on a few patients who attacked 
me for various (crazy) reasons. I knew I had precious few seconds 
before I lost consciousness, so I made the most of them by plunging 
my elbow into Danny’s stomach to try to dislodge myself from him. 
“Stop fighting me!” he growled, jerking me away from my car. 
“Man, you’re strong!” His fingers dug into a nerve on my side, 
purposefully inflicting more pain so I would run out of air faster in 
the struggle. I hated fighting people who knew what they were 
doing. I let out a scream I prayed anyone would hear. 

I was seeing spots now. I reached up and tried to claw at 


Danny’s eyes, but missed. He was so friggin’ tall. Ezra’s horrified 
face was shouting something at me, but I couldn’t make it out. The 
muddy Prince Langgam came into my blurred vision, his brown lips 
drawn in a tight line of disapproval at my fight. 

Then my world faded to black, and I lost all hope of finding my 
way home. 


Fourteen. 
Tied to a Friggin’ 
Chair 


I awoke the next day with a pounding headache in a 


place I’'d never been before. I was upright in a sturdy 
chair. Correction, my wrists and ankles were tied to a 
sturdy chair with plastic zip ties that mocked me with 
how easily they kept me immobilized. I blinked as I 
surveyed the space, wondering what my next move 
should be. I wiggled my arms as best I could to test how 
much give I had, but it wasn’t enough to be of any use. 

The windowless concrete room was large and the air was stale, 
so I guessed I was in a basement. There were a few boxes, a large 
black safe, and a chair stacked in the corner for storage, but other 
than that, the long room before me was empty and unadorned. I 
couldn’t see what might lie behind me. 

The slashes on my arm were bandaged, and my hoodie was 
missing. Poor Peewee Herman on my t-shirt was splattered with 
blood, but at least we were still in this together. Other than that, 
the blood and the mud from the battle had been wiped away. 

I would not cry. Even as my chin quivered, I sucked in any 
traces of tears, determined that no matter what, I would go down 
swinging — or more likely, tied to this stupid chair. I recalled 
shoving loose change in my pocket earlier that morning, and a last 


ditch idea lit my brain. If I could slide a quarter out of my pocket, 
maybe I could use the serrated end to file the edge of the tie away. 
If only I could bend my hand enough. My hips hadn’t been secured, 
so I had at least some grace for motion. I rocked my pelvis forward 
up off the seat and shifted my hips so I could make a grab for my 
pocket, but my best gyrating accomplished absolutely nothing. I 
was about to let out a scream in my frustration, but an unwelcome 
voice cut through my haze of rage. 

“T can’t watch this anymore. I didn’t expect you to try so hard.” 
Danny walked around from behind, where he’d been lurking in the 
stairwell that wasn’t totally visible to me. I hadn’t known a second 
person was in the room. He stood in front of me, his arms crossed 
over his chest. He had a bandage on his forearm, and the thin 
gashes on his face had been treated. He held up a hand to calm me. 
“Relax, relax. You’re only tied down so you don’t try to escape 
again.” 

I spat in his face in lieu of a verbal response. 

Danny wiped the gob of my DNA off his short hair. “Yeah, that 
sounded dumb when I said it. What I meant was that we’re not 
going to hurt you. We just need to explain things, and you seem 
bent on escaping and fighting.” 

I would not speak. I was being held against my will, so they 
could make me listen, but they couldn’t make me talk. 

“Yeah, that was the wrong thing to say, too. We did hurt you, 
but we didn’t mean to. Ezra and Mason were trying to keep you 
from leaving so you weren’t abducted by King Geon’s soldiers.” He 
rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m no good at explaining all this, but 
Mason’s in shock and Von’s getting reamed by Ezra still, so we’re 
stuck with each other.” Danny pulled a chair from the area with the 
few boxes in the corner and dragged it to sit across from me. He sat 
back with his hands folded across his toned stomach, his boot 
crossed over his knee. He took a generous few beats to decide how 
best to communicate with me, the wild animal. “You’re not 
talking?” 

I snarled at him. 

“Maybe that’s for the best. We’re the good guys, despite the 
whole tying you to a chair thing. We weren’t expecting an attack 
last night. Tanga’s a Mambabarang, which is a race of people who 
live in Terraway. The Mambabarang population is angry with Ezra 
because they’re starving to death. Most of the creatures in Terraway 


are starving, actually. The suns there are powered by reaped souls, 
and the useable supply’s been dwindling.” He scratched his dark, 
military cut hair, and I wondered when the last time he’d showered 
was, or how clean anything was in this enormous place. 

Danny was waiting for my meltdown, but I wouldn’t give it to 
him. I’d just fought my way through a bug storm and helped 
incapacitate a monster woman, stabbing her through the chest. 
Anything was fair game. Oh, and I’d punched my future stepfather 
in the face, which I’m guessing vented a little of my daddy issues 
and bought me another couple years before I had to look too closely 
at that old scab. 

Danny fiddled with a string on the hem of his jeans, addressing 
it instead of me. “You know, I’d untie you if I could trust that you 
wouldn’t run away, but I don’t believe you won’t bolt again.” 

My answering glare confirmed that I was a flight risk, but I 
didn’t care. He already knew as much, and I wanted him afraid of 
setting me loose on them. I wouldn’t go out a shrinking violet. I’d 
worked too hard for that. My job was physical, and holding back 
only ever got you shanked. 

“Let me see if I can explain this all to you without making your 
head explode.” He rubbed his hand over his face. “Ezra oversees the 
food supplier. That’s Mariang. There are seven nations in Terraway, 
each with its own set of suns. Each nation needs one reaped soul 
per day to keep the crops growing so its people don’t starve. Affects 
some nations more than others, but that’s the rough spot we’re in.” 

I’m not sure what he expected me to say to that, so I said 
nothing. 

“There used to be more Death Omens, but Mariang’s the last 
one. It’s hard work, carrying the weight of seven nations on your 
shoulders, but she’s been doing it beautifully.” I could tell by the 
admiration in his words that he was wholly devoted to his 
girlfriend. Good for him, though she could do better. 

“Even so, Ezra’s been searching for a second Omen to take some 
of the burden off his daughter. Working as hard as she does takes its 
toll. She’s been getting weaker in the past couple years, and far 
worse in the last few months. If she dies, the whole of Terraway 
goes with her. If she takes a sick day, tens of thousands go hungry. 
And since they’re already stretched thin as far as famine goes, one 
missed day racks up quite the body count.” He waited for me to 
respond, but honestly, what was I supposed to say to that? 


“Nothing? You don’t have any questions about any of it?” 

“Just get on with whatever it is you want from me.” Crap. I 
hadn’t meant to speak. 

He fastened the middle button on his brown cardigan. “You 
have the genetics to become a Death Omen, just like Mariang is. 
We've been searching for a long time for someone to lighten her 
load, to shoulder some of the burden. It’s grim, kid.” 

My nose scrunched. “What the flip do you know about my 
genetics? Sure, Ezra’s engaged to Bev, but that’s half the family 
tree. I don’t even know the other half. Are you telling me Bev’s part 
Omen?” 

Danny was patient — something I didn’t think he was capable of. 
“An Omen happens when a Matruculan from Terraway successfully 
mates with a human.” He used a crude hand gesture to 
unnecessarily illustrate his point, as if I didn’t know what “mating” 
meant. “Bev’s the human in that equation.” 

My fight left me along with all the blood in my face. “Are you 
telling me you know who my father is?” 

“IT don’t, but it’s no matter. Mason tested your bones. 
Matruculans have stronger bones, so he was able to tell that you’re 
part Matruculan, like he is. Von tasting your blood confirmed it. 
Your father was Matruculan, whoever he was.” 

“Stop!” I cried out, my voice breaking and turning hysterical. 
“Look, I’ve been attacked who knows how many times, bathed in 
bugs, held a woman down while Viking Bob, Lestat and I killed her, 
and now I’m tied to a chair! A person can only take so much.” 

Danny’s thumb stilled over his abdomen, perplexed that this was 
the thing that finally pushed me over the edge. I could tell my 
threat of tears made him uncomfortable. “Alright, alright. It’s okay. 
We don’t have to talk about that. We can talk about Prince 
Langgam, who’s upstairs messing about with Ezra. We always 
suspected he was on the side of the council, but you can never be 
too certain. That he showed up last night to help us and not to 
abduct you solidifies it.” 

“T don’t want to hear about that. Tell me something good. 
Something not this.” 

Danny frowned as he thought. “We didn’t lose the fight. The 
charms around the mansion are back up again.” 

“Try harder. Something I’ll think is good.” 

“Um, well, you’ve now got job security for life. That’s pretty 


great. Mariang’s a rare breed. That you’re here, and you’ve already 
been awakened is a very good thing.” 

My shoulders slumped as I shot him a look filled with attitude. 
“Oh, you’re hopeless.” 

“Rare breed’. You make me sound like a horse,” Mariang said as 
she flitted down into the basement with footsteps lighter than a 
ballerina’s. Her eyes fell on me and she gasped. “Danny, what have 
you done?” She ran to me, each step a graceful dance. Her 
translucent skin made her dainty frame seem like it moved through 
water. She had changed into a simple pale blue dress that made her 
skin seem that much more opaque. “October, I’m so sorry. Danny, 
give me your knife!” 

Danny stood, but didn’t hand over anything that might set me 
free. “Sorry, but I’m the head of your security, so what I say goes.” 

Mariang fumed, looking like an angry pixie that might start 
farting fairy dust. “October’s not a danger to me. She’s going to be 
my sister! Let her go!” 

Danny pointed to his chair, and though she was still angry, 
Mariang sat down. “Your almost sister blinded and reaped a 
Mambabarang, punched your father, your guard, and nearly took 
Mason down. If you want her untied, help her to calm herself. 
Explain to her what you are. What she is.” 

Mariang’s thin black eyebrows pushed together as_ she 
considered this. “Fine. What do you want to know? What’ll help 
you settle down?” 

Blame it on sisterhood, but I actually believed that she wanted 
to help me. I took a chance and answered her with a question. 
“Who are you?” 


Fifteen. 
Omens, Reapers and 
Mambabarangs, Oh 

My! 


i nodded, her posture more perfect than a 


doll’s. “I’m a Death Omen. Do you know what that 
means?” 

I shook my head, my mouth dry as sand when I spoke my 
concern. “Danny just barfed a bunch of words at me that barely 
make any sense. Start from the beginning. Are you here to kill me?” 

She hung her head, saddened at my logical assumption. “Of 
course not. I don’t bring death. It’s more like I recognize it. I give 
death a purpose. I even take a little of the suffering if they’re in 
pain.” She soaked in my forlorn expression with a sympathetic tilt 
to her head. “It’s not as bad as it sounds. All I do is find someone 
living who’s close to death. I shake their hand, take the cold soul 
out of them and feed it to Danny. Much the same as when you fed 
the energy to Von and Mason. The dying person doesn’t even feel it. 
Then a few hours or so later, they can die peacefully and painlessly 
with their soul at rest.” 

“Oh, that’s all?” I quipped, for lack of a better response. I 
guessed nonstop screaming wouldn’t be the big girl way to handle 
all of this, though it was a tempting option. Still, I felt quasi-guilty 
doling out my attitude onto the girl who’d actually been kind 
enough to explain things to me. “Sorry, I’m having a hard time 


wrapping my mind around everything.” 

Mariang softened. “Not at all. I was raised knowing about 
Terraway, and when I was awakened, it was a sharp turn for me, as 
well.” Her fingers twiddled slowly in her lap as she pressed onward. 
“Von said that you helped Tanga pass on.” 

I nodded slowly. “Von told me to feel around for something cold 
and suck it into my hand. Then it turned my insides icy.” 

Mariang shivered, her bony shoulders so dainty, I worried about 
damage the simple movement might do. “You'll get used to that. 
Best exchange it quicker next time.” 

“Next time?” I recoiled, my nose wrinkling. “What are my 
options? How do I make this be over?” 

“You'll stay here,” Danny stated, not like a request, but a 
command. 

I shot him a withering glare. “Pass.” 

Danny’s hand cut through the air diagonally across his torso. 
“That’s it. That’s your only option.” 

Mariang waved Danny’s bossiness off and cast me a 
conspiratorial “these stupid boys” look, which endeared me to her a 
little more. “That’s quite impressive that Von and Mason were able 
to talk you through it, and even more incredible that you were able 
to pull it off with no training. No one has that ability anymore 
except for me.” She looked down at her thin, fragile hands. “Dad’s 
been waiting for a second Death Omen to come along. He suspected 
it was you, but we couldn’t be sure. That Mason offered Tanga up as 
a test subject was excellent timing. Unfortunate for her, but I never 
did care for her temper. All the Mambabarang messengers, really. 
They’re always coming at an issue with weapons blazing instead of 
solving things with a simple conversation. It’s exhausting.” She 
pointed to the ceiling. “Prince Langgam’s still here, waiting to see 
how well you comply. He’s a Mambabarang prince. Probably my 
favorite person in the whole nation of Sakuna. He can actually be 
reasoned with, unlike his father, King Geon.” 

My voice was hoarse as I tried to wrap my mind around the fact 
that I’d just killed someone I didn’t even know. “I’m a Death Omen, 
then?” I felt hollow as dread crashed over me. “I kill people now?” 

Mariang’s aqua eyes were compassionate as they observed my 
despair. “You killing Tanga was only so you’d be awakened. You 
won't have to actually kill anyone after this.” 

Danny was standing next to Mariang with his feet shoulder- 


width apart and his arms crossed over his chest. “Terraway depends 
on these souls being reaped. There are seven nations, so we have to 
reap at least seven souls a day, plus one if we want things stable for 
an entire twenty-four hours. That’s eight souls a day. It regulates 
the suns in Terraway, makes their crops grow, and keeps their land 
fertile. It goes on a chain, and Prince Langgam’s nation is the last in 
line, so when Mariang’s short for the day, they’re the ones who 
suffer most. That’s why he’s here, demanding you start your post 
immediately.” 

I shook my head slowly as the too much crashed over my head. 
“T don’t think I can do this, guys. Wherever and whatever Terraway 
is? It’s not my fight.” 

Danny leaned forward and gripped my knee, squeezing a 
pressure point. My breath caught in my throat so it didn’t birth into 
an obnoxious scream that would accomplish nothing. “I expect you 
want to live. This is me being patient. I suggest you not test my 
limits.” 

He finally released my knee on Mariang’s command. Danny and 
I scowled at each other, but we said nothing. Mariang’s voice was 
small, but full of conviction and a calm I wished I could feel. “There 
was no one else for Terraway, so I was brought into the job far too 
young. I didn’t have a proper Puller the moment I awakened, so it 
took its toll on me.” She lifted her arms and frowned at the 
translucent skin with veins that looked labored and faintly bluish. 

“Tt felt like a cold fish trying to escape,” I agreed, making sure 
we were talking about the same thing. All this noise about souls and 
Omens was way out of my league. I felt like I was stuck in a science 
fiction movie with only a map of Hogwarts and a locked wardrobe 
door to Narnia to get me out. I clutched my metaphorical crystal 
ball and plunged deeper into the strangeness. “So Tanga was on the 
edge of death, and the soul inside of her knew it, so it was freaking 
out and turned cold. Is that right? Then I pulled it out of her and 
fed it to Von and I guess that Mason guy, and then, what?” 

“Tt’s a peaceful death for Tanga, and the soul fuels one of the 
Terraway nations’ suns for one more day.” 

“But how? How does the soul get from the guys to Terraway?” 

Mariang gave me a patient smile, not irritated at all by my 
curiosity, the gem. “The Pullers are tied to Terraway, so the soul 
goes directly from them to the suns with no additional effort on 
their part.” 


“That’s incredible. So Von and Mason can do that now? I’m an 
Omen?” 

Danny threw out his hands in exasperation. “That’s what I’ve 
been explaining this whole time! But she says the exact same thing, 
and all of a sudden you’re not daft?” 

Mariang nodded, ignoring Danny’s outburst. “That’s right, 
October. That’s why you need a Death Reaper. Danny’s my Death 
Reaper, or my Puller. He’s equipped to deal with the corroding soul 
in ways I’m not. You and I are uniquely equipped to extract the 
corroding soul, but it’s poison to us if it stays in us too long. That’s 
why we need a Reaper to pull it from us. The problem is there’s a 
sea of ready and willing Reapers, but only me as an Omen. And 
now you, of course, if you choose it.” 

“If she chooses it?” Danny guffawed. “Don’t give her the option. 
We’re grasping at our last hope, Mariang. There is no other choice.” 

Mariang addressed only me in her delicate Julie Andrews British 
accent, her hands folded in her lap. “This job is difficult. Each time 
I do it, it takes a dreadful toll on me. I very much like you, despite 
what you must think of us. I wouldn’t wish this on anyone. It'll 
always be your choice to help us or not.” Her voice quieted. “But 
make no mistake, we need you. I will die if I keep up at this pace. If 
I die, Terraway goes with me. That’s millions of men, women, 
children and babies.” 

I stared at her a few moments, watching her face for tells to be 
absolutely sure she wasn’t pulling my leg. I deflated at her kindness, 
my shoulders relaxing. “Thank you. Thanks for treating me like a 
person in this. Now, how come your boys don’t look starving? I 
thought the famine was across the board.” 

“That’s an excellent observation. It is, but Duwendes aren’t 
technically citizens of Terraway. They live here mostly. They can 
survive on human food just fine. The rest of Terraway survives on a 
crop called buhay, which needs the sun if it’s to grow. Even the 
Duwendes who live in Terraway don’t suffer the same as the others, 
who starve. Danny, Von and Mason are Duwende. Well, Mason’s 
half-Duwende, half Matruculan.” 

I jerked my chin in Danny’s direction, but directed my question 
to the only person I would speak to. “How come his skin’s not like 
yours?” 

“He’s lucky,” she answered, and I could hear how forlorn she 
sounded. 


Danny did something I didn’t expect. He placed his heavy hand 
on Mariang’s shoulder, giving her a squeeze of solidarity. “There’s 
nothing wrong with your skin,” he told her quietly. It might’ve been 
sweet if I didn’t hate him so much. He glared at me. “You shut up 
about it. She’s lovely how she is. I should ask you why you're so 
puny.” 

I bristled, hating it when people remarked on my stature. I’d 
always been behind on the growth curve. Ollie and Allie had done 
everything to make sure we’d had enough to eat, but some nights, 
there just wasn’t anything there. Now that I was an adult and could 
eat when I needed to, I’d earned a healthy amount of muscle and 
curves. A slam on my body felt like a slam on them and their efforts 
to keep me healthy, which was one thing I wouldn’t stand for. “Shut 
your blowhole, dude. I clocked you one just fine with my puny 
arms. Untie me and I'll do it again.” 

I’m not sure why I thought it was a good idea to taunt Danny, 
but I quickly remembered why I hated him. The back of his hand 
flew out and knocked me across the face, snapping my head to the 
side. 

“Danny, no!” Mariang cried as my head bobbed and lolled 
downward. Sparks went off in my vision as I blinked away the pain 
that echoed through my face. I tasted blood in my mouth and felt a 
little dribble onto my lip. 

Mariang was on her feet, moving the bear of a man back with 
her wide eyes and stricken expression. “You can’t do that to her! 
She’s going to be my sister!” She pointed to my slumped posture 
and messy ponytail that was half pulled out of the rubber band 
from all the chaos. “Apologize to her, Danny! I’m serious! I can’t 
have you fighting with her. This has to work.” 

Of all the things that left me speechless about that day, Danny 
actually muttering a grudging, “I’m sorry,” was in the top ten of my 
“most confusing” list. Though he was the one with the muscle, she 
was clearly the alpha. He was the pit bull who submitted only to 
the kitten, and even when she purred, he responded to the roar 
lurking beneath. 

Mariang ignored both of our seething and resumed her place in 
the chair, sitting like a lady amongst wolves. She covered his large 
mitt with her dainty one and looked up at him with a gentle grace I 
was sorely lacking. She picked the conversation back up as if there 
had been no interruption. I could tell the girl had been bred for 


politics. “Danny won’t strike you again. Do you have any questions, 
October?” 

I digested this while something burned in me that I needed to 
say. “I have to talk to you,” I said to Mariang. “But only you. Can 
you tell your Reaper to give us a minute?” 

“Good that you’re learning the proper terms.” Mariang looked 
up at Danny, who scoffed. 

“Not a chance. Say what you have to. She doesn’t do a thing 
without me.” 

I fumed at having no space and no privacy. “Fine. Have it your 
way.” I hoped my tone sounded apologetic when I said to Mariang, 
“Your boyfriend pinned me down and kissed me. Just thought you 
should know. I socked him for it, but it happened.” 

Mariang nodded, unsurprised by what I assumed would be a 
devastating blow. “It was a desperate attempt to suck the soul out 
of you. He shouldn’t have done that, but he wasn’t thinking 
straight. That’s how I sometimes feed it to him when he takes the 
corroded soul from me. In the last day of a human’s life, their soul 
begins to rot, like a quick-acting poison. It’s what makes it so cold 
during that final day. It’s dangerous to us Omens if it’s in us for a 
prolonged period of time.” 

I wasn’t sure how to process the whole poison bit, so I put it on 
a shelf in my mind as I glared up at Danny. “Don’t try anything like 
that again.” 

Danny addressed me with a similar dose of hatred. “I won’t be 
able to do it now anyway. Von and Mason are your Death Reapers 
because they got to you first. Von shouldn’t’ve done it, but he did. 
And Mason assumed he was too old for the soul to go into him at 
all, otherwise he wouldn’t have touched you while you were being 
awakened.” He wiped a hand over his face. “I thought Mason was 
too old, too. But Von should’ve known better. I could’ve handled 
two Omens, or at least talked you through suppressing the chill 
yourself until a trained Reaper could be assigned to you. The list of 
Reapers is a mile long, and Von’s not on it.” 

“Why not? If he can’t do it, then how did he?” 

Danny clenched his jaw as he spoke. “Oh, he can do it, but he’s 
not supposed to. He was banned from ever being able to serve his 
post a few years ago. Never graduated from the Academy.” 

“Ts that important, graduating the Academy?” 

“T don’t know,” Danny simpered. “Is having a nursing degree 


important, or can anybody off the streets do it?” 

Mariang waved her hand, as if to excuse Von’s expulsion from 
their wizard school of death-chugging. “Von’s impulsive. Got into a 
bit of trouble when he was younger. He’s learned his lesson. He’s 
fine now. A lifetime ban was too harsh. It’s why Ezra hired him to 
work as a secondary guard for the household. Poor dear couldn’t 
find a job otherwise after it all hit the fan with the vampire attack.” 

“So you started the party without me? You have to know that’s a 
mistake.” Von’s voice reached me before he did. He descended the 
stairs, taking in my panic that was laced with anger. “Give me a few 
minutes with the girl, mates.” 

Though I loathed Danny, I had been well introduced to the 
danger Von presented. I swallowed hard and kept my head down, 
praying he didn’t smell fresh blood on me. 


Sixteen. 
Lestat’s Cravings 


Morons stood and moved toward the stairs, but 


Danny was stubborn as he spoke to his brother. “It’s not 
a good idea for you to be alone with her. She’s clearly 
unstable. Where’s Mason? He can handle her if she 
mouths off again.” 

Von glanced at the ceiling. “Mason is... dealing with his new life. 
It was a bit of a surprise that the soul split and went into the two of 
us. That’s never happened before. It’s always been one Reaper per 
Omen.” Von was sporting quite a few bruises and scabbed-over 
lacerations from the fight. 

Danny grumbled, “It probably knew you couldn’t handle the job, 
so it took the next available person.” He jabbed his finger at me. 
“You'll calm down and listen to Von, or I’ll be back down here to 
punch you for real.” 

Von sniffed and then took a good look at my face with a heavy 
sigh. “Why is she always bleeding? I want some sort of gold medal 
for making it through this without gorging myself on this little 
thing’s blood.” 

Mariang rubbed her forehead, mildly exasperated. “Von, please. 
Attempt to be a gentleman. You'll scare her.” 

The only thing I despised more than being called little was being 
referred to as a thing. I fumed silently as I watched the couple 
disappear up the steps while Von observed me with hesitant eyes. 


When the door at the top of the stairs closed, Von studied my 
lips with too much desire. It would’ve been sexy if he actually 
wanted me, and not my blood. He rubbed his forehead to snap 
himself out of the trance and addressed me directly. “What 
happened to your face? Why is it red? Is that blood on your lip, 
November?” 

“Your brother’s a jag,” I explained. 

Von moved to a spot a few feet back, and we both breathed a 
little easier. “I’ll cut you loose in a moment. I seem to be... Just a 
moment.” 

I cast around the empty basement. “Not for nothing, but you 
seem like the worst person for me to be alone with right now, and 
that’s some steep competition, what with everyone here bent on 
messing me up right good.” 

“T can control myself. ’m not hungry at all,” he lied, eyeing my 
lip. “If ’'m to be your Reaper, I have to be able to handle your blood 
without pouncing.” He let out a few deep breaths before he 
carefully knelt down in front of me, taking out his knife and cutting 
the tie off my left ankle. 

Blood rushed through my left leg in a painful relief. I pursed my 
lips to keep my whimper behind my teeth, but the muted sound 
escaped into the air, informing him that my bindings were too tight. 

Von was watching my reaction with a genuine look of concern 
lighting his eyes. He bit his lower lip when his gaze trailed to the 
thin red trickle I could feel oozing down onto the side of my chin. 

“Don’t,” I warned, though really I couldn’t do anything to stop 
him if he wanted to suck my blood. 

Von tore his gaze from the crimson and stared up into the stern 
warning radiating from my eyes. “You're not afraid of me, are you? 
You look more angry than anything else.” 

“Well spotted, dick.” 

Von looked at me, amusement poking in his dimples. “You know 
I’m a vampire, yet you’re not afraid of me?” 

I kept my chin raised defiantly. “You being immortal just means 
that I get the joy of kicking your butt over and over again if you 
mess with me.” 

Von pointed to his mismatched eyes. “I’m still half me, not a full 
vamp. I’m not immortal. So be careful how hard you kick my arse, 
tied up as you are.” Half a smirk tugged the corner of his mouth 
upward. 


Darn that dimple in his left cheek. 

My nose scrunched. “Not immortal? I’m pretty sure that’s 
against the rules according to Anne Rice, Twilight and Buffy. You 
drink blood, so that’s normal.” 

“Yes, I’m a very normal half-vamp. I drink blood, age like 
anyone else, and do everything in my power not to transition. 
Vampires are very different than the movies. They’re rabid, usually 
used for sport or attack, roaming around on all fours like a beast. 
They have no reason, no conscience and no soul. Every ounce of 
human blood I drink gets me closer to the transition. That’s why 
you can’t let me drink your blood.” 

“Oh, that’s why?” I rolled my eyes. “I’m glad you spelled that 
out for me. I was about to slit my wrists and ask if you had a glass 
handy.” 

“You’re funny when you’re up against the wall.” 

I shook my head. “What a raw deal. No immortality? No mind 
control? No super powers?” 

“Well, I’ve got a heightened sense of smell, though that only 
means I’m constantly aware of the temptation surrounding me just 
walking out of the mansion.” He examined my lower lip again. 
“And I assume you know that vamps can read minds.” 

My eyes widened as I tried to scrub out how attractive I found 
him. My cheeks turned rosy as I looked away in chagrin, my neck 
shrinking into my shoulders. 

Von clapped his hands and laughed. “Oh, that was borderline 
adorable. I can’t read minds. Honestly, this isn’t a carnival.” 

I shot him a scowl. “Silly me.” 

“Yes, you do seem to be a silly one.” He spoke to my lips, so I 
sucked my lower lip into my mouth, licking the blood off it. 

“Tf you kill me, Pll haunt you right good. You’ll wish the worst 
thing in your life was being a little thirsty every now and then.” 

“You'll haunt me, eh?” Von’s teasing smile brought about the 
levity both of us needed to make it through this... whatever this 
was. The meet and greet, I guess. 

“Nair in your shampoo, salt in the sugar bowl, destroying all 
your paintings. The works.” 

“My, you are an evil little ghoul. Best not pounce yet, then, 
yeah?” Von reached out from his kneeling position in front of me 
and touched the blood on my face, hissing at the desire this visibly 
brought about in him. I could see the debate in his eyes, the torture 


that being so close to his own personal pecan pie brought him. 

There was something ethereal about Von’s touch. Though I’d 
been on a mission to make their lives miserable seconds before, as 
Von’s other hand brushed my cheek, a ripple of tranquility echoed 
through me, calming my fury. 

“Incredible,” Von whispered, as if he’d felt the strangeness in 
our contact, too. 

Von’s finger hung between us with my blood painting the tip. 
“That doesn’t belong to you,” I whispered. 

The tension was building until he blinked, and then he seemed 
to breathe normally again. He popped his finger into my mouth, 
and I sucked until I was sure I got all of it off him, laving my tongue 
around his digit. 

I knew the germs were there, but for some reason I didn’t feel 
them crawling inside of me and all over my face when Von touched 
me. That same wave of acceptance and peace brushed through my 
body, and my OCD seemed to shrug, as if it couldn’t be bothered to 
throw a fit. Some part of me was perplexed, concerned that my 
brain was processing things so very differently than it usually did. 
The other part of me was elated that a well-adjusted life just might 
be in the cards for me after all. I’d worked so hard to appear 
normal, but somehow Von’s touch brought me to a plane of 
existence where I could actually feel normal, instead of pretending 
to be so. 

“Tm not hungry at all. ’m not hungry at all.” Von’s eyes rolled 
back into his head as if in the throes of pleasure that was mingled 
with a wince from pure torment. He leaned forward on his knees, 
resting his forehead to mine. “Peaches, you’re killing me.” 

“You’re not hungry at all,” I reminded him in a gentle whisper. I 
closed my eyes as his nose brushed from side to side against mine. 
My mood began to shift when I recalled the various crackheads who 
had been cold-turkey detoxed prior to being put in the system. They 
needed a fix, and those with a conscience hated themselves for the 
need they couldn’t control. The hopeless ones had no higher 
thoughts in sight, but constantly craved and did anything they 
could to satisfy that desire. Von hated himself for lusting after my 
blood. As much as I wanted to cling to my anger, I knew there was 
hope for his redemption because he had a conscience still. “You’re 
alright,” I whispered. “I’m not afraid of you. You’re not a monster.” 

Von nodded against me, his eyes closed. “You’re only half-right 


on that.” He pulled his head back, feigning ease through his cocaine 
itch. “Look. You calm down, and I'll undo all these. They look 
uncomfortable, and I want to let you go.” 

I was so close to getting him to cut my remaining three limbs 
loose, but the sound of two whips cracking straightened our spines 
in unison. Von rose to his feet, his upper lip curled in a snarl. His 
shoulders tensed and hands raised for a fight. “You have no 
business here.” 

A voice that was alternately squeaky and gravelly replied with a 
sinister, “We’s has business wherever wees pleases. Your wardses 
can’t keeps us out.” 

A second voice added an enraged, “Our king doesn’t obeys 
Topsider ruleses. We heard wordses you might has the new Omen.” 

I couldn’t see who was talking, since they were behind me. I 
struggled in my chair, panicking anew that a fight might go down 
with me offered up as a sitting duck sacrifice. Von’s hand lowered, 
his knuckle brushing over my cheek to sweep away a layer of 
anxiety. “It’s alright, love. It’s just a couple of pesky Goblins.” His 
voice sharpened when he addressed the two intruders. “It’s a 
wonder your race is still allowed breath. Get out, before Ezra finds 
you’ve broken into his home.” 

One of the Goblins laughed. It was a high-pitched, evil witch 
cackle that made goosebumps erupt up my arms. “The half-vamps is 
thinking he’s scarings us. Pretty little abominations, he is. Wees 
should adds his teeth to our collection.” 

In the next breath, Von lunged across the basement. Try as I 
might, no matter how far I turned my head, I couldn’t see the brawl 
that went down, or who was winning. I let out a loud scream, 
hoping someone would hear it and come to Von’s aid. I was terrible 
backup, tied up as I was. 

There was a series of punches, someone choking, and then a 
body that skidded across the concrete floor and landed to my right. 
I let out a noise of distress until I realized it was a Goblin who was 
staring up at the ceiling with glazed over eyes, and not Von. The 
creature was no taller than three feet, had skin like a wrinkly old 
potato. He had bugged eyes that didn’t seem to see me, even though 
I was close enough to touch. The scuffle went on behind me 
between Von and the remaining Goblin as the one at my feet 
blinked, slowly starting to come to. 

I struggled with laughable progress, wishing Bruce Campbell 


could hear my cries for help so he could come down into the mess 
and save me already. The Goblin on the floor cracked his neck 
before he took me in with wide eyes. His surprise gave way to a 
calculating smile that made my blood run cold. “What has we here? 
All trussed up for me, are yous?” 

I didn’t dare answer him. I knew nothing I said would help my 
situation. 

With surprising dexterity for someone who’d just been thrown 
across the basement after being knocked unconscious, the Goblin 
stood, and then climbed up to sit on my lap like a child, ignoring 
the scuffle behind us. I expected some kind of attack, helpless as I 
was, but instead the Goblin rested his head on my chest, sighing 
contentedly like a toddler. “So softs.” He called over my shoulder, 
“Fergo, you has to come feels theses.” 

I struggled to knock him off me with my pelvis, but he 
responded by grabbing hold of my left breast and squeezing, like he 
was testing the ripeness of a tomato. ’'d been groped a decent 
amount of times, given the job I had, but never by hands so small 
and greedy. “Ezra!” I wailed, knowing Von had his hands full with 
Fergo. Bile rose in my throat as the tears welled in my eyes, but I 
refused to let this be the thing that broke me. 

Hard footfalls were already slamming down the steps. It wasn’t 
Ezra, but Mason who answered my cries for help. His look of 
surprise at the intruders told me the basement had decent sound 
insulation, but the shock didn’t deter his fight. Mason ripped the 
Goblin off my lap without hesitation, and didn’t waste a second 
asking for explanations. With hands too well-versed in violence, 
Mason snapped the gropey Goblin’s neck, and then threw his limp 
body against the wall. 

Von finally won the fight against Fergo, turning the small body 
into a tasty beverage. 


Seventeen. 
Stuck with Von and 
Mason 


I hey left me with Danny, of all people, while the 


cool kids in the know went upstairs to discuss the break- 
in, and what to do about it while I remained tied to a 
friggin’ chair. “I fixed the hole in the charms that they 
broke through,” Danny offered by way of an apology. 

I didn’t speak, for fear of tears bursting out of me if I opened my 
mouth. 

“Nothing? You’re not talking to me now? I guess that’s a relief. 
Mariang’s the one you can talk to about...” He mimed having 
breasts with his hands, as if that encompassed all the things it 
meant to be a woman who people felt they could grope just for the 
heck of it. “You know, lady stuff.” 

I glowered at him in response. 

Danny cleared his throat. “You’re holding yourself together 
pretty well, considering. Mariang was an absolute wreck when one 
of the Goblins tried that on her a few years ago.” 

“Not my first pervy rodeo, chief.” Danny met my hard gaze, and 
I tried to keep a level chin up through the emotional wounds I was 
sure were stamped all over my breasts. I had a small frame and a 
decent set, which made me a target for men with no self-control. “I 
hope you made the dude who touched Mariang pay.” 

Danny nodded, as if in promise to me. “I cut off his hands, and 


then made him watch while I fed them to a stray dog. Then I killed 
him.” 

My mouth dropped open at the unemotional recount of the 
brutality. “Well, that’ll solve it. All I do is get to file a complaint 
with HR. Not as fun.” I don’t know why I was confessing the 
assaults to Danny, of all people. I didn’t even tell Ollie about most 
of them. 

“You seem like you could break a few hands that roam where 
they shouldn't. I’m surprised you bother with the paperwork.” 

“Well, if I fight back and cause damage, I’m the one who has to 
patch them up, being the medical professional and all. Then I have 
to dodge being grabbed at while I’m treating them. Like I said, not 
as fun as the perks of your job. No HR for you. Lucky duck.” 

His arms were crossed over his broad chest, and he looked at me 
with the air of a vow in his firm gaze. “You don’t have to worry 
about stuff like that anymore. I’ll be around, and so will Von and 
Mason. We don’t let that sort of thing fly around here.” 

“You left me tied to this chair, so the Goblin took his advantage 
and felt me up. That’s on you.” 

Danny paled, but said nothing to defend himself or apologize. In 
fact, Danny decided against talking altogether after that bitter dose 
of truth. 

It was a thing of mercy when Von finally jogged down the steps 
however many agonizingly long minutes later, cleaned up from his 
bloody fight. “Sorry about that, mates. ’m back. Nothing like a 
good fight to start out the evening.” 

Danny stood and left without a word to either of us. I couldn’t 
tell if he was upset, or if that was just his way. 

“Still sitting down on the job, are you?” Von kidded, and then 
slapped his knee like he’d made a hilarious joke. 

“It’s a good thing you’re pretty. Help a girl out?” 

“Of course.” He pulled out his knife, but before he cut me loose, 
he lowered his voice. “Are you... Are you well?” 

I didn’t know how to answer that, so I swallowed the lump in 
my throat as I fought for the truth. “I can’t remember the last time 
that mattered. I’m fine.” 

“T thought he was knocked out, and then when he got to you, I 
was wrapped up with Fergo and couldn’t help you in time.” He 
knelt down before me, gazing up into my eyes with too much regret 
and empathy. 


“T know. It’s really fine. I’m holding it together.” 

“T can see that.” When Von released my right leg from the tie, I 
felt blood flow through properly again. I hissed my relief while my 
head lolled back. I hadn’t realized how much it hurt until then. 

I expected Von to move to my other bindings. I did not expect 
him to rub the spot where the tie had bit into my skin. My leg 
tingled all the way from his fingers on my ankle up to my belly, 
that same freaky peace calming my anxiety when he stroked my 
skin. “That feel better?” 

“Yeah.” I bit down on my lower lip to keep it from trembling, 
my emotions swinging like a yo-yo on a frayed string. As he looked 
into my eyes, I felt like I could tell him the truth - that someone 
here might actually listen. Von was my only shot, so I took it. “I 
don’t like this.” 

Von gazed up at me with understanding I didn’t expect to see 
burning there. “I get it. So let’s take it one step at a time. This was 
all a little much, yeah?” 

“Yeah,” I gulped, turning my face away from his. The golden 
and blue eyes were too earnest. The face was too handsome. I 
wasn’t used to gorgeous men being that close to me or paying me 
such focused attention, unless I was holding a beer they coveted. 
“You can start with my other ties, and then tell me how I got here. I 
mean, from the beginning.” 

Von tried to hold my gaze, but I found I couldn’t look at him for 
too long. It was like staring into the sun. He had the kind of face 
that made a girl want to spill all her secrets, and then regret it in 
the morning. I couldn’t live with another regret, so I avoided his 
blue and gold orbs like the plague, focusing my eyes on my lap and 
ignoring the heat that came from being watched so closely. 

Von broke the tension with the tone of a patient educator. 
“Ezra’s been searching for a long time for you, scouring websites 
and medical records, hoping for something to turn up so his 
daughter could rest for a day.” 

“Well, ’ve got to hand it to him; he sure fooled me. Not easy to 
do, so you know, congratulations to Ezra on being a super amazing 
liar.” I couldn’t keep the misery of betrayal from my voice. 

“T know he must seem a monster to you.” Von turned my chin so 
I was looking into his eyes. The contact gave me that same almost 
high that erased my need to shirk from the simple touch. When he 
removed his hand, I quickly glanced downward. It was too intimate 


— too intense to have eye contact like that. “But we’ll all gladly be 
the monsters if it gives Mariang a fighting chance.” Von placed his 
hand on my knee and shushed me as if he was calming a wild 
animal. He tried to get me to look at him, but I remained stalwart. 
“Tt’s been a day, and believe it or not, you'll want us to get along.” 

“You want us to get along. I want to leave.” Sure, I was being 
bratty, but I was their captive, so I didn’t feel too bad about that. 

Von examined my face as he rubbed the grooves on my right 
ankle left from the zip tie again. “You and I’ve got a long road 
ahead of us, yeah? Best not jump ship till you know which ocean 
you’re about to drown in.” 

“Dude, I’ve got no idea what you're talking about.” 

Von’s hands were deft and strong, massaging my right calf in 
ways that made me moan pornographically. When my eyes met his 
on their way down from rolling into the back of my head, he was 
smirking at me. Of course I stiffened and kicked out at him to shake 
his hands off me and knock the smug off his mug. “If you want me 
to undo your arms, best not kick my best feature.” He cut the ties 
from my arms, and it was as if I could breathe again. 

On instinct, my arms moved to cover my breasts, as if that 
would erase the pervy Goblin’s touch. “What happens now?” 

Von glanced up to the stairwell behind me when he heard 
footsteps. “Ah, just in time, Mason. ’m getting to know our new 
charge.” 

Mason’s thick eyebrows were pushed together as he took in the 
bindings on my arms. “I thought you’d wait for me before you took 
her bindings off.” He stood next to Von’s chair, observing my 
discomfort as he crossed his arms over his burly chest. He’d taken 
off his cloak and was dressed in a simple black t-shirt and black 
cargo pants that were tucked into his sturdy boots. He looked like a 
military renegade with his dreads pulled back in the leather string. 

“You’d rather I leave her tied up longer? She’s clearly not a 
flight risk anymore.” Von was settled back in his chair across from 
me, but his eyes sparked with new life at having made a little 
progress. He pulled a cigar out of his pocket and took his sweet 
time lighting the tip, turning it slowly as he watched me sit there 
and do friggin’ nothing. He took a few puffs, and then finally spoke. 
“T felt her panic. You?” 

Mason nodded, his expression grim. “I didn’t hear anything, but 
felt it first. Like something was wrong. I was already coming down 


to investigate when I heard her scream.” Mason actually looked 
guilty when he spoke to me. “I didn’t mean to bond with you.” It 
was Odd to see the big, burly man appear a mixture of contrite and 
upset while he stood at attention before me, like a soldier. 

“T get it. How about you let me go home, and when you all need 
me to mind-meld someone who’s on their deathbed, you can hitch a 
ride and meet me there. I can still keep my job. I can still have my 
life.” 

Von let my hope simmer for a few seconds, considering the 
validity it held. “It takes eight souls per day to power the seven 
nations of Terraway, and we’re painfully behind on that quota. So 
much so that people are already dying all throughout Terraway. 
Have been for months now. Some of the nations are quite 
desperate, actually.” 

My heart sank. “I’m guessing this job will be more often than the 
once a year I can stomach dealing with it all?” 

“You guess right. It’s more than a nine-to-five. Mariang and 
Danny are at it from seven in the morning until the sun goes down.” 
Von lowered his voice and winked at me. “Then they really go at 
it.” 

“That wink better have been Tourette’s,” I snarled at his casual 
address. “You don’t know me well enough to wink at me. And I 
don’t care what Mariang and Danny do. It’s no business of mine.” 

Mason gripped the back of Von’s chair. “Be professional, Von. 
This is already a bigger mess than it needed to be. One of us is 
going to knock you out sooner or later.” 

Von tsked Mason. “Some best mate you are. Temperamental, as 
always.” He turned his head to me while jerking his thumb toward 
Mason. “It’s the Matruculan temper. Only Ezra’s managed to master 
it.” He puffed on his cigar. “Well, Mariang’s going to be your sister. 
Thought you’d want an in on her life.” 

My hands felt dirty, and I needed to wash them like I needed to 
get the crap out of there. “Please, like that marriage is happening. 
Ezra just wanted Bev so he could find a Death Omen. Now that he’s 
got one, he won’t go through with the charade.” 

“You call your mother by her first name?” Mason inquired, 
tilting his head at me. “I haven’t been Topside in a while, but I 
don’t remember your kind doing that.” 

“You’re welcome to call her ‘Mama’ if that helps you.” 

Mason stiffened, his upper lip curling. “I’ve done nothing to earn 


an attitude from you. It was a simple question.” 

“Hello! Every second you stood there while I was tied up, you 
let it happen. When people stand by and do nothing while someone 
else is in trouble, it makes them just as guilty as the jackweed who 
tied me here. And you really hurt me upstairs! So yeah, nice as 
you’re trying to be now, you’re on their team, not mine.” 

Mason rubbed the back of his neck. “Oh, right. I forgot about the 
whole beating on you thing upstairs. I had to be rough to see if you 
were Matruculan. If you were a regular human, your spine would’ve 
snapped.” 

My mouth dropped open, and I wanted to call down all kinds of 
murderous wrath upon Mason. “So if Ezra had happened to be 
wrong about me, you would’ve paralyzed me, or worse?” I shook 
my head. “Like I said, you’re on their team, not mine.” 

Von rubbed his palms together as he leaned forward, resting his 
elbows on his knees. “Ezra didn’t have to propose to your mum. He 
could’ve just stopped by, asked a few questions, ran the basic litmus 
tests and been on his merry way. He’s tested hundreds of young 
women who were potential Omens. Didn’t flirt with or propose to a 
single one of their mums. Make no mistake, he’s sincere about 
yours.” 

My lips were pursed as I contemplated this new information. 
“What if I say no to being your new poster child for death?” 

Von pretended to consider my question. “Lady Mariang would 
die, and with her, most of Terraway.” His voice lowered to a grave 
tone. “Mariang can’t keep up with the workload. She’ll die within 
the year if she doesn’t find relief soon, if she even makes it that 
long.” 

“Well, I don’t want that,” I offered lamely. I liked Mariang, 
despite the chaos that came with her. Of all the people I’d met at 
Ezra’s mansion, she was the one I least wanted to bite it 
prematurely. 

“Indeed. Mariang’s falling behind. That means people are dying 
who aren’t at rest. Their soul is corroding inside of them, which 
makes for a painful death. But forget about the humans. 
Mambabarangs in Sakuna control insects. If the Mambas starve to 
death and start dying off, the insect population will die, and your 
whole ecosystem will pay for it. And that’s just Prince Langgam’s 
nation.” 

“Serious? That’s... Wow, that’s a lot to process.” 


“Indeed. No matter how you slice it, you’re needed. Whether 
you stay for us or stay for the humans, I don’t care. But unless you 
want to watch your planet and the people around you slowly wither 
away in their pain, then you have to step up.” 

I lowered my head, trying to wrap my mind around it all. 
“There’s no one else?” 

Mason closed his eyes. “You’re going to be the death of me. This 
is why. This is why I don’t live around other people. Selfish to the 
last drop.” 

“Selfish?” I postured. “Wanting to live a normal life without 
tearing people’s souls out of their bodies isn’t selfish.” 

Von scoffed at his friend. “Were you sunshine and roses when 
she accidentally bonded with you up there? You punched a hole in 
Ezra’s wall! You were positively distraught over having to give up 
your life for this. It’s not selfish to ask if there’s a way out of giving 
up your life for a cause you didn’t even know about a week ago. 
Ease up, Mason. You haven’t been around sentient people in a 
while, and you’re coming across like an arse.” 

Mason exhaled and rubbed the back of his neck, losing a little of 
his bite. “I guess that was a little harsh.” 

Von sighed, and it was a weighted sound that made me pause 
my anger to listen. “Look, like it or not, we’re going to be stuck 
together from morning until night. We have to get along, or we’re 
going to make each other miserable.” 

I nodded, rubbing my temples to try and put everything in the 
right order. “How long was I out before? Last thing I remember was 
Danny putting me in a chokehold in the driveway.” 

“It’s been nearly a day. Duwendes have the ability to shoot 
peace into people. It’s called pulling. Danny pulled a bit too hard 
when the two of you were having your row out by your car. [ll 
make sure no one does that to you again so much that you pass 
out.” 

“Is that what you were doing when you touched my cheek a 
little bit ago before the Goblins showed up? You were pulling?” 

“T was. It’s part of my job, now that I’m your Reaper. Omen 
work is stressful, so Mason and I will make sure you aren’t too 
worked up. Otherwise Omens burn out all too quickly. All 
Duwendes can pull like that, but Mason and I are the only ones who 
can also yank a soul out of you.” 

Well, that was troubling for many reasons, one of which being 


that my OCD meds only stayed in my body for a day, day and a half 
max. I was surprised I wasn’t climbing the walls by now, actually. I 
wondered if Von’s pulling had something to do with calming down 
my impending crazy. 

I glanced around the half of the basement that had been behind 
me and out of my range of vision. My skin went cold when I saw a 
square cell in the corner. The tall steel bars and cement floor let me 
know that I wasn’t the first they’d held prisoner. “Why do you have 
a jail down here?” 

Von waved off my concern, puffing on his cigar. “Oh, that’s not 
for you. That’s mine. It’s for when I get out of sorts, like when 
delicious peaches come waltzing into the mansion, bleeding all over 
the place as you are now.” Von displayed his cigar to me. “These 
help. I don’t know if it’s the oral fixation, or that they relax me, but 
I’m not going to bite you. I’m eighty percent certain. Seventy if you 
keep up that bleeding you’re so stubbornly fond of doing.” 

Mason groaned while I narrowed my eyes. “Hilarious. You 
know, I can feel her anxiety building from here. I’m not sure your 
jokes are helping much.” His large hand swept out in my direction. 
I hadn’t realized he was about to say something and was only 
gesticulating, so I flinched at the close proximity of a hand flinging 
out toward me. Mason stopped, taking in my obvious mistrust. “I 
wasn’t going to hit you. Honest.” He wiped his hand over his face. 
“Believe it or not, I’m not the bad guy.” 

I shot him a dubious glance. “You tried to snap my spine. Spin 
that abuse-excuse garbage elsewhere.” 

Instead of arguing his point, Mason surprised me by hanging his 
head in shame. “You’re right. Ezra wasn’t pleased with my methods, 
either. Terraway is desperate, and I’m afraid I’ve become the 
heartbeat of my homeland. I should’ve explained things to you first. 
It does nothing now, but for what it’s worth, I’m sorry I hurt you.” 

I shot him an appraising look and a nod as I mulled over the 
apology I hadn’t been expecting. “Now that I'll accept. Can you keep 
your Hulk rage under control?” 

He seemed confused at my terminology, but understood the 
spirit of it well enough. “Absolutely, milady. As you command it.” 
He tucked his arms to the small of his back, his feet shoulder-width 
apart and his chest puffed like a soldier facing his commander. 

My eyebrows furrowed at suddenly having a soldier address me 
like I was someone in charge. I acknowledged his professional 


address with a wary bob of my head. “Then we can be cool. I can 
let it go, and we can start over. No more hurting me, and no more 
tying me to a chair. Those kinds of things should go without 
saying.” I watched them give their consent, relieved we seemed to 
be making progress. 

Though I’d been fighting to get out of the chair, I felt like I 
needed to remain seated to collect my thoughts and rest my 
unsteady legs. I pursed my lips as I thought over how to word my 
next fear. I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees. Von 
mirrored my body language as he waited for me to speak. “Danny, 
you know, he kissed me when he was trying to suck the life out of 
me.” My face soured. “That sounded bad. You know what I mean.” I 
cast them both a sidelong glance that held too much apprehension 
in it. “We’re not doing that.” 

Mason looked horrified. I mean, he had to have been a decade 
older than me. But still, I felt like it needed to be said. “Of course 
not. You’re practically a child.” 

I glared at Mason. “I’m twenty-two, Pll have you know. What 
are you, like forty?” 

This brought about a miffed look from the Viking. “I’m thirty- 
one, and much too old to bother with children.” 

Von’s laugh started at his toes and traveled up his quaking body 
until it birthed from his sculpted lips. He threw his head back and 
palmed his stomach as he leaned back in the chair. “Oh, I needed 
that. Thanks. It was getting too serious in here.” He winked at me, 
and I wanted to slug him. “We’re going to have some fun. I'll 
remember you said that when you’re begging for a kiss once we get 
to know each other better.” 

I mimed barfing on the floor between us. “At least I know you’re 
a happy delusional loon. Much better than the unhappy kind.” 

“You'll be my work wife. I do what I want when I’m off the 
clock. You can, too.” 

“Be my guest. Just keep your STDs on that side of the room, and 
we'll get along swimmingly.” I pointed to his eye with a shaking 
hand. “And that had better be a seizure, that wink. I thought we 
talked about that.” 

Von blew me a kiss, and I wondered if this kind of “charm” 
served him well in the past. He certainly seemed married to his 
rakish personality. “Oh yeah, we’re going to have some fun.” 

I heard heavy footsteps behind me descend quickly in our 


direction, followed by a hoard of flies that made my heart race 
anew. I stood to make sure no one got any bright ideas about tying 
me to the chair again. 

It was the mud man, still bare-chested and barefooted. “This is 
taking too long,” he bellowed, standing between the two guys and 
me. Prince Langgam ignored Ezra’s shouts of caution. “I knew it 
would be you. Let’s go.” Langgam yanked me forward by my arm 
and put his slimy hand on my forehead. 

My skin crawled from head to toe. Stranger germs were the 
worst. I could feel them eating away at my epidermis. “Get off me!” 
I shouted, breaking his hold and backing up. 

Langgam pointed at me in triumphant accusation. “She has the 
sagrado stone! My minions saw her touch it.” 

Von and Mason both gasped and backed away from me, as if 
whatever stone I was supposed to have made me an instant 
murderous villain. So dramatic. 

Langgam jerked me by my arm so I stumbled toward him, and 
then he wrapped me in a headlock. “You! Which one of you is the 
Duwende? Which one is her Puller?” 

Von stood, chest barreled. “We both are. And I’ll thank you not 
to damage your food supply.” 

Lang snarled. “That’s impossible. She can’t have two Reapers. 
And yow’re too old, Mason.” 

“Let me go!” I stomped on his instep, body-checked him and 
tried a few more tricks, but nothing was working. 

Mason lunged for Langgam like the wild man he was, but the 
mud prince held me tight and reached out to grab Von’s arm before 
he shouted “Alis na!” before Mason could pummel him. 

I screamed when the floor collapsed beneath me. I disappeared 
through the concrete with Langgam’s hand on my forehead and Von 
reaching out to me as the two of us were pulled under by the mud 
man. 


Eighteen. 
October Grace, 
Queen of the Mud 


I landed with an ungraceful thud on squishy mud and 


immediately began to sink several inches. Mud. Mud 
between my fingers. Mud all over my clothes. Mud 
seeping into my shoes. Mud covering my open wounds. 

Langgam said something to me, but my ears felt filled with 
cotton, so overwhelming was the state of my shock. 

My breath caught in my throat, choking me with terror. All the 
dirt in the world I’d tried to avoid seemed to have congregated 
here, and turned itself into mud to bathe me in my own personal 
hell. “No, no. No, no.” I chanted the one word over and over as 
often as oxygen would permit it. I didn’t have to look at myself to 
know I was rocking back and forth. I couldn’t feel my body 
anymore, but I knew my patterns of destruction. The poor dummy 
who abducted me didn’t know the crazy he’d brought into his 
world. 

My mind was paralyzed in a state of shock I hadn’t been 
confronted with in a while. I’d been doing so well, but half a day off 
my meds didn’t help me fend off the crazy I knew was always 
waiting to take me over. I couldn’t get up. I couldn’t feel my face. I 
couldn’t feel anything through my craze of OCD terror. 

I’m pretty sure someone was talking to me, but I couldn’t 
process the garbled words and turn them into language. 


My body started to melt from its rigid hold when I felt that same 
warm touch Id been introduced to in the basement. My chest began 
to contract again, and I felt the relief of my many issues with dirt 
and germs taking a full step back so I could breathe. My neck was 
granted flexibility again, so I craned my head up to find Von 
checking my arms and legs for a reason why I hadn’t picked myself 
up yet. “V-Von?” I worked out, my voice uncharacteristically 
tremulous. 

“There you are. I was afraid you’d gone batty for a second there. 
Are you hurt?” 

I didn’t think so, but I was covered in mud from the waist down. 
Germs skittered all over my body, infiltrating my pores with who 
knows what kind of Leprechaun flu. 

“T can feel all of this, you know. When I touch you, I can sense 
your anxiety. This seems to be registering worse than being tied to 
that chair, yeah? Let me take some of it away, or we’ll never make 
it through this.” 

“T have to wash my hands!” I fretted, though I was covered in 
mud, so really I needed an antibacterial shower of some sort. I 
wasn’t sure if I consented or not, but suddenly Von’s filthy hands 
were touching mine. The squish of the mud between our fingers 
made my neurosis flare up before he sucked a little of my alarm 
out. Then finally my shoulders slumped, and I began to see a little 
more clearly. My chin started trembling, but when Von saw this, I 
bit down on my lower lip to try and appear mildly put out, instead 
of as if I was on the brink of a panic attack. Von pulled a little 
more, and I was able to exhale a few of my demons. “Wow, that’s 
insane. I actually feel a little better. You should bottle that magic. 
Thank you.” I looked down at my ruined jeans in disbelief. If only 
Ollie could see me now. “I’m filthy,” I remarked, startled. I’m filthy, 
and lucid. That’s a first. 

“It’s just a spot of bother, nothing more,” Von assured me with 
unswerving kindness in his eyes. “I’ve been in rows far tougher than 
this, and I always manage a way out. We’ll be alright.” 

My head whipped around as I tried to catch up and put any 
measure of sense to being sucked through a concrete floor into... 
another dimension? An alien planet? I looked around at the rural 
huts to my right and began to wish for David Duchovny and a 
roadmap. All I had was that Prince Langgam jag who abducted me, 
and was staring at me like I was being the problem because I wasn’t 


on my feet yet. 

Terraway, I guessed. 

We were near a village of thatched-roof huts. Prince Langgam 
was standing a few feet from us, agitated that his captives weren’t 
moving fast enough for his liking. 

Von’s closed expression showed no signs of playfulness. “Up you 
get, then. Not to worry; Pll get us out of here.” He held tight to my 
gloppy hand to ensure we endured the alternate universe together. 
“It’s okay. We’re just in Sakuna.” He hoisted me up, leaving one 
arm around my waist to support me as my limbs took their sweet 
time recalling their usefulness. Normally I would shy away from 
such intrusive and intimate contact, but as I looked around, I knew 
that I needed something to hold me upright. 

The entire vast world was covered with deep mud so that there 
was nothing green in the rural area that I could see. I looked up and 
gasped at the duo anomalies hanging low in the sky with horror. 
Under better circumstances, I would have been enraptured with 
wonder. Two suns. This world had two suns. 

It looked to be early evening here, and I wondered what kind of 
time zone difference we were dealing with. Because, you know, 
when you get abducted, time zones are the only thing you should 
be worrying about. I internally shook my head at my scattered 
brain. 

“Do you have the sagrado stone?” Von demanded, his voice 
turning sharp. 

“T don’t even know what that is, so I’m guessing that’s a big, fat 
no.” 

He deflated, his shoulders relaxing. “Figures.” He cast a look of 
loathing at Prince Langgam. “You would’ve said anything to throw 
me off my guard, yeah? She doesn’t have it. All this was for 
nothing. The Omens aren’t your jurisdiction. You’re stepping on 
Ezra’s territory, and he won’t take kindly to that. If you’re taking 
her to King Geon, she’ll not move another inch.” 

“Let Ezra punish me, then. I don’t care anymore. I can’t wait 
another day for her to get on the job! And of course I’m not taking 
her to my father. I’m not insane. I want her to actually work.” 

“Dude, I was unconscious!” I countered, affronted at the slam on 
my work ethic. 

I stumbled in the muck that was seeping into my shoes and 
polluting my socks. When I looked up, there was an ocean in the far 


distance that lapped against the muddy shore under the setting 
suns. Their suns were two slow-burning flames that licked the 
spheres with white, blue-tipped tongues, making the atmosphere 
unbearably hot with a thick layer of sticky humidity. 

The oxygen was thin — too thin to take a deep breath. It felt like 
the density of the air atop a mountain. It was oppressively humid, 
and the air itself was laced with too much heat to feel refreshing 
when I sucked a heavy drag into my lungs. 

There were trees with brown leaves around us, but they were 
gnarled and bent at odd angles, looping through each other and 
pushing through the thatched roofs of the huts. 

I scratched the backs of my hands, terrified at being taken to a 
place not of my own choosing. Von kept his arm looped around my 
hips and clutched my hand with his to stop me from hurting myself. 
It was... decent of him. Of all the strange things in this new world, 
that one was up near the top. Despite the kindness, I tugged my 
hand out of his grip. “I don’t do hand-holding.” 

Von molded my arm around his waist and kept his arm tight 
around me to hold me close. His head lilted to the side to speak low 
in my ear. “You’re going to break the skin if you keep scratching 
yourself.” 

“Oh, right. I’m sorry.” My neurosis I’d never managed to get 
under wraps was now a life or death vulnerability. I clung to Von’s 
belt, wanting this whole thing to just be over already. I tried not to 
enjoy the strange feeling in my stomach at being tucked into Von’s 
side so intimately. 

Von reached into his boot with his free hand and pulled out a 
knife, like being transported to another dimension was nothing he 
hadn’t prepared for. His voice was filled with edge and bite when 
he finally spoke. “What was your plan, mate? Abduct your food 
supplier? How’s she going to help the kingdoms down here?” 

Langgam turned to us, his black feathery eyebrows furrowed as 
dozens of flies buzzed around him. “She has to see who she’s doing 
this for. Lady Mariang hasn’t seen our devastation in years. My 
people are dying while she rests.” He stomped off through the 
sludge, expecting us to follow. 

Von’s upper lip curled. “Mariang rests because she’s dying. You 
know that. You’re just being impatient, taking the new Omen before 
the rest of the council even have the chance to meet her.” He 
clutched my hip and moved us forward, our shoes sticking in the 


sloppy mess. Bile rose up in my throat, but before I could vomit out 
my anxiety, I felt that same slow trickle of Von draining the worry 
out of me. Von didn’t seem to need to focus all that much to help 
me out, and didn’t miss a beat of his argument with Prince 
Langgam. “You’ve got mere minutes to return us Topside. You know 
Ezra will send in soldiers once he’s figured out where you’ve taken 
us.” 

“That sounds like a threat,” Langgam snarled, casting Von a 
sidelong glance. “You should know better than that.” 

“And you should know better than to wage an attack on Ezra’s 
home, steal an Omen and expect everything to turn out fine just 
because you bloody say so!” 

I wanted to voice an opinion as we all trudged forward, but I 
had no words. I decided to keep my mouth shut and gather 
information as Langgam spoke. “T’ll return you both as soon as this 
girl understands. Words mean nothing. Seeing is the motivator.” He 
narrowed his eyes when he saw Von’s knife still drawn. “You'll put 
that away, half-vamp. Are you trying to make your life expectancy 
even shorter?” 

“Living just long enough to see you beg for mercy is plenty of 
time for me.” 

I winced when seven cockroaches climbed out of Langgam’s 
mouth and skittered down his body into the muck. “Do it. Run me 
through. You bleed me, my family will see to it you’re drawn, 
quartered, and then hanged just for the fun of it. We'll send the 
pieces to your family one at a time so they have plenty of 
opportunity to miss you.” 

I popped my hand to Langgam’s chest, satisfied when he moved 
back a step. “Quit trying to get in the last threat or the biggest 
threat. Be nice, or I’ll be less than cooperative.” 

Von squeezed my hand in solidarity. “It’s alright, love. Prince 
Langgam’s just jealous. See, if I cut him into pieces and sent them to 
his family, they wouldn’t shed a single tear. Ezra cares for him more 
than his own father does. And how does he repay Ezra? He abducts 
his future stepdaughter right out of the man’s home. Genuine, that 
one.” 

Langgam fumed, his fists clenching in anticipation of throwing 
the first punch. I worried what the outcome might be if the two 
came to blows. “It’s fine, Von. Let’s just get this over with.” 

We made our way to a cluster of huts nearer the shore, pausing 


when Langgam bent down to snatch up a yellowish shoot growing 
up out of the mud. He displayed it to me, and then chomped down 
on it. “This is what we in Terraway survive on. It only grows here, 
and only if the suns don’t scorch it the second it springs up. A few 
years ago, the buhay would grow taller than me. Now we can barely 
get it to sprout more than a few inches.” We passed another small 
shoot, and Langgam pocketed it, saving it instead of shoving it in 
his mouth. 

When we reached the huts, I waited while Langgam bellowed 
for the people inside to join him. I gasped when painfully thin, 
bronze-skinned people trickled out. There was a family with a 
young child whose ribs were sticking out. Next to them stood a man 
and his pregnant wife whose hips were too bony to support the 
added weight of a fetus. A handful of men filtered out, all bare- 
chested and in filthy shorts to combat the heat. They saw Langgam 
and bowed on both knees — even the pregnant woman, who needed 
her husband to support her as she pressed her knobby knees into 
the muck. 

Prince Langgam motioned to the growing crowd that was 
around thirty people now. “These are some of the citizens of 
Sakuna. One soul is enough to regulate our suns, giving us enough 
buhay for the day to sustain our whole country. It doesn’t take 
much, but without it, we starve.” Langgam put his filthy hand 
under my chin and jerked it up so my shocked eyes bored into his. 
“Are you understanding any of this, tiny human?” 

I twisted my face from his grimy grip. “Don’t touch me.” 

Langgam’s glare was fierce, and seemed almost on par with the 
heat from the suns. I knew I was supposed to look away and cower, 
but I didn’t. I couldn’t. I'd done enough cowering in my childhood. 
“On your knees, Duwende!” Langgam commanded Von. 

Von didn’t move, so I stood with him, unsure what I was 
supposed to be doing. “Don’t you dare kneel, October. Your station 
is above Prince Langgam’s. Don’t let him make you feel otherwise.” 

I glared at Langgam. “Wasn’t planning on it.” 

“You should kneel,” Langgam growled at Von. 

“You should make me. I’m her Reaper, so my station’s not quite 
so lowly anymore.” 

Langgam snarled at the two of us and turned to his people, who 
were now forty strong on their knees. “I want you to remember the 
faces of my people when you want to complain about the toils of 


your new post. Lives depend on you doing your job.” He nodded to 
the citizens, who looked up at him with the hope one might save for 
their white knight. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a 
buhay shoot, handing it to the pregnant woman, who took it with a 
sob of gratitude. 

“This is the new Omen?” One of the men asked, his voice 
gravelly. 

“Tt is. I brought her here to show her the people she'll be saving, 
and so you all could see the woman you owe your gratitude to.” 

At this, they bowed their heads to me, bobbing them up and 
down as they thanked me for work I didn’t even fully understand 
yet. My breathing was already shallow. Filling my lungs was an 
arduous task with the oppressive heat and the thick air. “No, please 
don’t do that. Get up. Honestly.” My fingertips and lips started to 
tingle, and I knew I couldn’t deal with all this much longer. I 
absolutely refused to pass out in front of the dangerous prince and 
his subjects. I glared at Langgam for putting me in such an 
awkward position, trying not to lose my nerve at the flies that 
began to swarm around him, ready to obey his commands. Bev’s 
trailer had trained me well not to fear bugs, so I let Ollie’s constant 
wisdom of Keep your chin up, take it slow hold me in place. “Take us 
home, Lang.” 

Lang gritted his teeth at my command. I could tell that my lack 
of a “please” or “you’re the handsomest, strongest prince in the 
world” grated on Lang (as did the shortening of his name), so I 
made sure to treat him like an equal even more just to piss him off. 

Flies buzzed around us, a few landing in Von’s hair. I brushed 
my filthy fingers through the tousled follicles, softening when Von 
leaned his head into my muddy palm. I was shocked at my own 
daring, braving the innumerable germs that crawled around on a 
person’s head just so Von wouldn’t be so uncomfortable. I was 
starting to like this whole pulling thing. It was like I could almost 
feel Von’s unspoken needs more than the foghorn that was my OCD. 
That kind of clarity felt like a fresh breath, and Lord knows I hadn’t 
breathed in a long time. 

Normally I wasn’t a big public display kind of girl, but this 
whole world was turning me upside-down. Von’s arm curled around 
my waist, bringing me tight to his side to ensure we got out of this 
mess together. Whatever percentage of vampire he was, I could tell 
he didn’t want to be here any more than I did. 


When Langgam didn’t respond, my tone turned sharp. “Take us 
home now.” 

I heard a barking in the distance that I assumed was a dog 
fighting with its chew toy. When I saw the terrified looks on the 
people’s faces, I knew something was wrong. 

“Into your huts!” Langgam cried, his tone laced with a note of 
worry. “I didn’t realize it was that time of evening yet. Hurry!” The 
people scattered, grateful they were about to escape whatever fate 
awaited them if they stayed out in the open, you know, like we 
were. 

“The Omen!” cried a little boy who looked no more than five. 
He was all bones with big eyes, wearing only shorts. “Your majesty, 
she can hide with us!” 

Langgam gave the boy a grateful nod and shooed Von and me 
off to follow the boy. The animal’s barking grew louder, and soon 
grew into grunts and throaty growls that were too vicious to be 
playful. Before we reached the hut, I turned and saw Langgam 
helping the pregnant woman to her hut with her husband. They 
were only halfway there when the beast in question came into view. 

This was no dog. I couldn’t tell if it was a hornless, hairless 
misshapen goat or a large reptilian-crow hybrid. Its forelegs were 
five times as long as its hind legs. It had giant green, scaly bat 
wings, goat ears and a long, pointy chin with a bauble of hair 
hanging from it. The teeth were long and sharp -— like if Edward 
Scissorhands had snaggly, jagged teeth to match his hands. Instead 
of hooves, he had claws that looked ready to tear off the pregnant 
lady’s head. He sort of looked like a janky miniature dragon - 
totally precious in his weirdness. He had a rope around his neck 
with sacks of something hanging from it, banging into his scale- 
covered chest with every bound. 

“Get in the hut!” Lang called to us. I could see genuine fear for 
the pregnant woman and his people on his face, and knew he was 
the kind of criminal who regretted the kidnapping and reneged 
halfway through. 

I wasn’t totally sure what the plan was. I mean, I’d never seen 
anything like it. I knew Langgam wouldn’t be able to get the 
woman to her hut in time, so I ran back out toward the open land, 
ignoring Von and the little boy who warned me to come back. I’m 
not sure if I was hoping Edward Scissorteeth would eat me instead; 
all I knew was that I couldn’t sit back and watch a pregnant woman 


get attacked. I snatched a two-foot long stick off the muddy ground 
and ran at Edward, holding the stick like a bat. I was ready to do 
some serious damage. 

“No! Get back here!” Von shouted from the doorway of the hut. 

Bruce Campbell wouldn’t have run. My favorite movie star 
would’ve faced the demons head on, boomstick in hand. I 
summoned my inner monster slayer and gritted my teeth against 
the attack, wishing I had good old Bruce by my side. 

Lang turned his head in my direction and gasped, his eyes wide. 
He abandoned the pregnant woman to her husband and charged 
toward me - The Rock, albeit the muddy, dirty, slimy version, in 
slow motion. Lang’s voice boomed across the expanse with a 
panicked, “No!” 


Nineteen. 
Edward Scissorteeth 


M, heart thudded unevenly as I watched Edward 


Scissorteeth come charging toward me, his fangs bared. I 
screamed in my head, but was determined not to let my 
fear be known. I looked dead into the beast’s eyes, 
trying to communicate that he didn’t run this show. 

“Don’t you dare bite me!” I warned the beast. “You know I don’t 
want to hurt you, boy.” 

Then something strange happened (as if all of this wasn’t odd 
enough). Just before Edward lunged for me, he stopped short, as if 
confused. His gurgling bark was vicious at first, letting me know he 
was pissed I was cramping his homicidal style. 

“Tm telling you, if you bite me, it’s going to be a short trip to 
the end of this stick for you. Best calm yourself down, young man.” 

Edward dropped his growl and sneezed like a puppy several 
times as he sniffed the air around me. He smelled like rotting hard- 
boiled eggs, so how he was getting other scents beyond that was a 
mystery to me. His bat wings wafted the egg stench toward me, 
making my eyes water and the limited oxygen I could take in even 
less beneficial. 

Edward watched me curiously, circling me as Langgam reached 
my side in a blind panic. “Get in the hut! Are you so bent on 
making my life harder that you’ll throw yourself to the sigbin?” 

“Oh, quit worrying about nothing. He’s just curious. I didn’t 


even need this stick.” 

Von sidled up beside me, unsure if he should attack or wait out 
the strangeness of what I’m assuming was a scary monster to their 
land. I exhaled a gust of gratitude that Edward stopped before the 
easy kill. 

“Here, puppy. Come on. I won’t hurt you.” I held out my hand, 
not totally sure if I’d finally cracked, or if I was onto something. I 
was used to being the strange one. While the cool kids bought their 
lunches with money or had moms that loved them enough to pack a 
brown bag, I had a government stamp that stood out like a red 
beacon of poverty. In the eighth grade, I’d had exactly one pair of 
jeans that fit me, and I had to wear them the whole year, ignoring 
the looks that people give those who never change their clothing. 
Had someone - anyone — been cool to me, I would’ve dropped my 
bite and purred like a kitten. But they scattered. They always 
scattered in junior high. I was grateful I’d only had one year of high 
school to endure before I was allowed to take my GED and get the 
flip out of there. 

I kept my hand out to Edward, beckoning him forward. It was 
obvious he was a wounded outcast who clearly hadn’t been taken 
care of. Langgam put his body between us, growling at the monster 
who just wanted to sniff me out. “Get down,” he ordered Edward, 
snapping his fingers. “They’ve been trained to only obey the royal 
family, and sometimes they can’t manage even that. I don’t know 
what luck you seem to have, but the second it runs out, this sigbin 
will attack you. They kill on sight. I don’t know what’s going on 
with this one. Defective, I guess.” 

Von stood next to Langgam to shield me, but the danger didn’t 
seem to be all that harrowing anymore. I knelt down and reached 
between Langgam’s legs, handing the puppy the stick I’d gotten to 
defend myself with, just so he’d have something to play with. “Here 
you go, baby.” 

“Honestly!” Langgam huffed. “Get in the hut!” 

“Peach, slowly back away and come with me.” 

“Do you see him hurting me?” I motioned to Edward, who was 
playing with the stick like it was a chew toy. “He’s a puppy.” 

“Do you see what’s hanging around his neck?” Langgam pointed 
to the rope collar with the five misshapen, shriveled sacks hanging 
down from it. “Those are hearts from Sakuna’s citizens. There’s a 
curfew here. If anyone’s caught outside at this time of evening, the 


sigbins have been instructed to tear out their hearts. It’s my brother’s 
way to thin the herd.” 

“Your brother’s a sick jaggoff.” I looked behind me and saw the 
entire village standing in the doorways of their huts with mouths 
agape. Apparently no one had ever tried being nice to poor Edward. 
My breath was so shallow now, I feared what might happen if I 
tried to stand. 

Von reached down and placed his hand atop my shoulder. 
“Careful.” 

I ignored Von and cooed to the puppy, “You don’t want to hurt 
anyone, do you? No. That mean old brother has you doing things 
you don’t want to do. My brother would never do that to you.” I 
paused before crawling between Von and Langgam, forcing myself 
to get disgustingly muddy for the good of the people in the huts still 
gawking at me. “Come here. I won’t hurt you.” 

Langgam’s voice was level, but weighted with fear for me. “Lady 
October, you'll slowly back up and stand behind us. How you 
haven’t been torn to bits yet is beyond me.” 

“lve always had a thing for dogs. They get me.” I reached out 
and beckoned the creature closer. “Is everyone in their hut yet? Did 
the pregnant woman make it there?” 

Langgam softened, and I could hear a note of wonder in his 
voice. “They’re safe. You’re doing this for them? You're risking your 
life for my people?” 

“T don’t give a smack in the face whose people they are. I won’t 
sit back and do nothing while a pregnant woman gets mauled by an 
animal who doesn’t know any better. Your brother’s a sideways 
jackfish, Lang.” 

I looked up and saw Von crack half a smile before stuffing it 
away so he could be on guard in case my puppy decided to eat me. 

Edward inched closer, sniffing the ground before he gave in and 
buried his muzzle in my palm. I would have cringed at the germs if 
he’d been a person, but I’d always had a pass for animals, not caring 
how filthy they got. Animal germs had never really bothered me. 
Plus, you know, I was queen of the mud by this point. 

Edward purred like a cat when I ran my hand over his scales, 
petting him behind his goat ears and smiling through my fear and 
curiosity. 

I stiffened when an arm wrapped around my _ stomach 
protectively. The cologne, cigar scent and firm abdomen told me it 


was Von kneeling in the mud behind me. “Okay, love. It’s time to 
say goodbye to the terrifying monster. Prince Langgam can handle 
the sigbin from here.” He tried to pull me back, but Edward 
compensated and came toward me, craving the contact I could tell 
he’d been living without. 

He was me. I shied away from touch because I didn’t understand 
it. I hadn’t been raised with a whole lot of the good kind. Judging 
by the scars on Edward’s face, he hadn’t been treated to a Brady 
Bunch life, either. I wanted that life - the Brady paradise. Five 
brothers and sisters who never left, two parents who loved me and 
ate dinner together around the dining table, and a house that never 
got dirty. Shoot, their lawn didn’t even have dirt beneath it. It was 
too good a dream to be real, and wish as I might, I knew something 
as perfect as that would never happen for me. So I held Edward, 
smiling as he snuggled into my lap. He folded down his hind legs so 
he could lie across me, his head outstretched so I could tickle under 
his goat’s chin. I smoothed the scales that had flecks of blood on 
them, wishing he’d lived a more peaceful existence with plenty of 
dog treats. 

Langgam and Von were watching with unconcealed fascination 
as Edward purred in my lap. Von’s arm was around my stomach 
still as he knelt behind me, eyes wide at the sigbin who was close 
enough to touch. I could tell he wanted to reach out, but possessed 
a healthier fear than I did of the beast. I reached to my right and 
pulled his free hand forward. With my palm guiding the back of his 
hand, Von gently stroked Edward’s scales, shocked at his daring. 
“T... L.. I can’t believe we’re doing this! I’ve only seen sigbins in 
books, or the one time the professor brought one into the Academy 
to train us on their viciousness.” Von’s left arm tightened around 
my waist. “I know I need to get you out of here, but this is 
incredible. Boston and Bishop won’t believe this.” 

“Who are they?” 

“The youngest of us. Twins. Bound for mischief and wrestling 
with monsters. They’ll lose their minds when they hear I got to play 
with a sigbin.” 

“How come only Lang has bugs on him? Why don’t the other 
people here?” 

Von answered without tearing his eyes from the sweet little 
monster. “Because he’s royalty. Royals, important officials and 
people like that can control bugs, but not everyone. All the citizens 


of Sakuna used to be able to, but since their sagrado stone was 
destroyed, some of their magic was lost.” 

“That’s sad.” Breath was hard to come by, but I told myself to 
remain calm. I knew that if I freaked out, Edward would lose his 
cool. “I can’t stay down here much longer,” I whispered to Von, not 
wanting to lose face in front of Lang. Von pressed his cheek to mine 
to better hear me. The feel of his skin was dangerously addictive. 
“The air’s too thin for me. How are you not feeling this?” 

His thumb traced my ribs as his chin hooked onto my shoulder. I 
could feel his breath on my throat and shivered. “I’m not human, 
love. I’m Duwende. Let’s get out of here, yeah?” 

“Yeah, okay. I just... You see how much he loves this, right? He 
needs me.” I sighed, wishing I could play with the puppy a little 
while longer. I secretly wished I could be held by the beautiful man 
a little while longer, and blamed my lapse in judgment on the 
drama of the day. “You want to play fetch, Edward?” 

Edward sat up, nuzzling my palm with his snout and snorting at 
Von. Von nudged the stick toward me, so I picked it up and threw 
it, grimacing at my weakened throw that only went a few yards. 
Turns out, oxygen’s pretty important. “Ugh. That’s embarrassing. I 
swear, I throw better than that normally.” 

I watched Edward run after the stick with his janky, 
disproportioned gait, excited to play instead of kill. People 
underestimate the importance of play. 

Langgam waved off his flabbergasted subjects with a flick of his 
hand. “Mind the curfew, people. The sigbin bows to the Omen, but 
not to any of you. Keep yourselves locked inside until the curfew 
lifts.” They obeyed immediately, the little boy calling out blessings 
on me, and his mother shouting out the door tidings of fertility on 
my womb. I cringed as Von sniggered, pinching my side and 
earning a jab from my elbow into his gut. 

The people didn’t seem to despise or totally fear Langgam. I’m 
guessing he hadn’t abducted any of them. With the longing look in 
a few of the women’s eyes, I could tell that they revered him - 
loved him, even. 

I didn’t get it. 


Twenty. 
Honey and the Hut 


Eosue brought me the stick, and I scratched behind 


his ear. I tossed the toy again, clapping with numbed 
fingers for Edward when he found it in a matter of 
seconds. 

“Let’s go before the sigbin changes his mind,” Langgam ordered, 
and then turned to me with a note of wonder in his tone. “Are you 
really Matruculan?” 

“Dude, I’ve got no idea what that means, but Danny seems to 
think I am.” 

Von nodded toward Edward. “It’s a creature who can reason 
with animals. If you were a male, you’d also be able to shapeshift. 
Your bones are stronger, too. Lots of perks.” 

“Ah. Of course,” I said in all my sage wisdom. “I mean, it’s an 
abused animal. They recognize if you’re not there to hurt them.” I’d 
learned it was generally the same with the inmates I worked with. 

“T’ve got one more thing to show you.” Langgam turned on his 
heel and stomped toward the huts. 

I muted my internal groan and fought through the pull gravity 
had on my limbs, forcing a smile at Edward, who whined in 
concern. My lungs barely constricted as I walked on clumsy legs. I 
didn’t resist Von when he offered his elbow to hold onto. I needed it 
to stay upright. 

Lang led us for two minutes through the mangled forest to a 
more sizeable hut in a small clearing. The waning suns left little 


illumination as we entered into the one-room home after him. 

I was grateful to not use up my oxygen with the brisk walk 
anymore. “Sit,” I ordered Edward, holding my hand up flat until he 
obeyed. He tucked his shorter hind legs beneath his body and 
wagged his mangled long tail behind him. He ground the top of his 
head into my hip to show me that he loved me. “I love you, too, 
Edward. Wait here, okay?” Then I dragged my feet into the hut 
behind Von and shut the door. 

“Langgam!” A thinned, older woman shrieked. “Son, what’s 
wrong? Why were you gone so long? Who are... is this the girl? Is 
this the Omen?” The woman’s white hair flowed freely about her 
shoulders in beautiful, soft waves, cascading forward as she knelt in 
front of me. I always thought women with white hair were 
beautiful, and she was no exception. Her brown skin made her hair 
all the whiter, so that it almost appeared to be glowing. 

I leaned heavy on Von again, my oxygen getting too low for 
comfort. “No, no. Get up. Please!” 

Von whispered, “This is what she should do, love. Let her pay 
you the proper respect.” 

“Tll not have an old woman on her knees!” I protested, bending 
down to help her up. I nearly fell myself, but I managed to get us 
both to stand. “Please don’t kneel. I haven’t actually done anything 
worth the fuss.” 

Her voice was gentle. “Oh, but my Langgam promised to bring 
hope back to the people, and he brought us you!” 

I shook my head, cursing as my knees buckled. My adrenaline 
ebbed and the muted oxygen inside the hut pressed down on my 
chest like a weight. 

“Whoa! Easy, there.” Von caught me before I hit the mud floor 
and held me upright like a rag doll. 

“I have to go back home. I can’t breathe down here!” 

“Take a break.” Von pulled out a chair and lowered me down 
into it as if I were as fragile as the old woman. My butt was covered 
in mud and squished on the seat, making me grimace. I felt 
breakable, and for all his knife-wielding, Von’s hands were careful 
with me. The bark of his voice was a sharp juxtaposition. 
“Langgam, what’s your plan? Suffocate her so your people all die? 
So you die? Do you even have any baga root?” 

Lang’s neck seemed to shrink into his shoulders as he lowered 
his head in chagrin. “Right. I forgot she was part human.” 


“Typical Sakuna royalty,” Von scoffed. “Take what you want 
without researching a thing. Humans die in twenty minutes down 
here without the baga root. She’s only lasting longer maybe because 
she’s not a pure human. But you should’ve been on top of this if you 
were bent on abducting her.” 

“Then we have plenty of time. This is important.” 

“More important than oxygen?” Von asked, irate. 

Langgam ignored Von and helped the woman sit in one of the 
chairs at the small round table. “This is Gerda. She raised me when 
my father’s ways were too one-sided for me to follow.” Behind 
closed doors, Langgam’s tensed shoulders and superior tilt to his 
chin began to relax. He sat down in the sturdy oak chair across the 
table from me, and Von took the chair to my right, leaning back in 
it with his arms crossed over his chest in a “try me, punk” kind of 
way. 

I felt like a dummy being the only one in the group who had 
trouble breathing. Langgam addressed only me, treating Von’s seat 
as if it was empty. “My father is growing desperate. We’ve run out 
of food to sustain our people. Sama’s offered us rations, but any gift 
from Sama comes at a heavy price.” 

“T don’t know who the flip Sama is.” 

Lang reared back, looking up at Von incredulously. “Does she 
know nothing?” 

“Come closer and say that,” I dared, though there was no way I 
could even stand on my own at this point, let alone take on a grown 
man. 

Von snapped his fingers twice. “Moving along.” 

Lang met my eyes, talking with his hand flat and perpendicular 
to the table. “The men and women aren’t able to work as hard as 
they need to in the fields or at the mills because they’re starving. If 
things don’t change soon, father’s going to cut down the weak ones 
so the food supply’s not so diluted.” 

“You mean like, population control?” I asked, disgusted. 

Langgam nodded. “His plan is to start by forcing the pregnant 
women to swallow the Patayin root.” 

“Are you serious?” Von gasped, and then translated for me. “The 
Patayin root can kill a fetus inside a minute. He’s basically forcing 
all pregnant women to give up their babies.” 

“Well, that’s just going to start an uprising,” I ruled, pulling on 
my knowledge of harsh dictators and their downfalls. I looked 


around the hut that was basically a wood box. “He can’t do that and 
expect things to get better.” 

Langgam looked impressed and grateful that he didn’t have to 
spell the inevitable conclusion out for me. “That’s right. I’ve tried 
reasoning with him, but my brother and sister are louder than I am. 
It won’t stop there, Lady October.” He watched my labored 
breathing and tossed up his hands like he was throwing two 
Frisbees he was pissed at. “I’m sorry, okay! I forgot humans don’t 
do well down here.” 

My eyebrow hitched as I tried to maintain some semblance of 
control. “Are you raising your voice at me? I don’t think you want 
to do that. Not if you want me cooperative. Honestly. Who taught 
you politics?” 

“Tll make it short. Fetuses are the start. Next will be children 
under the age of two. Then the prisoners. Then the elderly.” He 
shook his head, his too-large hand resting on Gerda’s frail one. “I 
can’t have that. I don’t care if you like me or not. I don’t care if you 
don’t feel like being an Omen. It’s who you are, and Lady Mariang 
can’t sustain the world on her own. You have to help her, or the 
children die.” 

I was distraught, my anger melting to confusion as I started to 
panic. “Don’t put this on me! I didn’t even know about any of this 
before yesterday!” 

Langgam pounded his fist to the oak table. “You know now! 
You're the only weapon I have! You and Lady Mariang can save my 
people in ways that I can’t.” 

Gerda quieted Langgam’s fury with a slight lift of her index 
finger. “Honey, you'll not shout at the poor girl.” 

It was almost comical that the frail old woman called the 
forbidding man “honey”. I expected him to bellow back something 
about her insubordination or some flipped-up nonsense, but instead 
he quieted. “I brought you here so you could see how needed you 
are — how long we’ve waited for this, and how many lives depend 
on you taking up your mantle.” 

“Okay. I saw it.” I gripped the table, the tingling in my fingers 
traveling up to my wrists. I tried to take in a full breath, but I could 
only suck down less than half a lung full. 

“Tll take you and your Reaper back to Ezra. Just know that soon 
they'll force the women to give up their children. So whatever 
learning curve you’re hoping for, it doesn’t exist.” 


“Got it. Don’t you...” I struggled for breath, staring him down as 
I slowly suffocated. “Don’t you ever abduct... me again... I’ll mess 
you up if you... if you...” My vision started to tunnel, and before I 
knew it, I was being swept out of my chair and up into Von’s lean 
but muscular arms. For all my fight, I was a toy, limp and 
wallowing in my humiliation. Bruce Campbell never would’ve let a 
man carry him like he was a child. 

“Langgam! Take her home this instant, young man. You’ll start a 
war with King Ezra if you bring her back damaged.” Gerda was on 
her feet, cooing over me like I’d seen mothers do on television. She 
even had a kind smile, like Mrs. Brady. My hazel eyes met her black 
ones, searching for that maternal loveliness to calm me. They shone 
with unfettered affection that nearly made me break down in Von’s 
arms. “It’s okay, sweetheart. My boy will take you home. Now, 
mind what you saw here, alright? And don’t be afraid of Langgam. 
He’s a good boy. He just gets upset when his people are 
threatened.” She ran her cracked and filthy hands through my hair, 
and I wanted to plead with her to just get me out of here, but I’'d 
lost my words. 

I was beginning to lose my grasp on lucidity when Langgam 
gripped Von’s shoulder and wrapped his other hand under my back 
to help him support my weight. It was almost a hug, but couldn’t 
have been, since he was such a jerkbutt. Von clutched Langgam’s 
arm so we could all sha-zam out of there together. The sucking 
sensation pulled my bones upward like the worst kind of Gravitron 
at the county fair, ripping Mrs. Brady’s soothing voice away from 
me. 


Twenty-One. 
Home Sweet Not- 
My-House 


W... the stale air of the concrete basement I’d 


been held in filled my nostrils, I gulped it down like it 
was the sweetest smell on earth. The sucking sensation 
threw Von off balance, so he collapsed onto the floor 


that reformed underneath our feet. 

Prince Langgam was ready. His hand underneath me served as a 
quick tradeoff when Von’s knees gave out, shifting me into the 
muddy arms of the man who’d abducted me for all the right 
reasons. 

I’d not been held much as a child, and certainly never as an 
adult. Being so high off the ground and positioned like a damsel 
made me blush with chagrin and temper. I struggled to get down 
after a few steadying breaths. I heard shouts of “put her down”, “let 
her go”, and “what have you done”, but I was too weak to extract 
myself from the strong arms that held me tight. “I returned her just 
fine,” Langgam huffed, setting me down and letting my legs buckle 
beneath me. 

Ezra rushed to my side and helped me to sit up. A hand was 
rubbing my shoulder while another was bending my head forward 
between my bent knees to help with my hyperventilation. “Breathe, 
darling. Just breathe. You’re safe here.” I wanted all the hands off 
of me, but they remained in place to support my sagging form. Ezra 


barked up at Langgam, “The council is starting to assemble upstairs. 
Make yourself useful; go be diplomatic with them. Get them to calm 
down and explain that we’ve found the Omen. I'll deal with you 
later, when I have the time for a proper debasement.” 

“She has the sagrado stone,” Langgam announced, and Ezra 
stiffened. “My minions saw her touch it, and she still draws breath. 
She can end it, Ezra.” 

Ezra shook his head. “Then perhaps kidnapping our most 
valuable asset wasn’t your best move.” 

Lang’s jaw tightened. “Yes, your majesty.” 

“Go on, then. I’m afraid if I keep looking at you, I'll... Just go.” 

I was exhausted and leaned into the arms that radiated safety 
and warmth, not caring that I ruined Ezra’s country club clothing 
with the mud that coated too much of me. He hugged me, and the 
kindness was so confusing that I had to cover my mouth to stifle a 
tearless sob before it escaped. He held me tighter, which almost 
squeezed a tear right out of me. He smelled like I always imagined a 
dad would - like sweaters and aftershave. His arms were strong but 
somehow nonthreatening. 

I hated that the second feeling came back into my fingertips, 
they sought out the shelter Ezra provided. I clung to him. I was 
afraid of him, sure, but more afraid of someone taking me from him 
before I could figure out which way was up. 

“Told you I’d get us out of there, Peach,” Von called from the 
floor to my left. “Von Vandershot: King of all the Things.” 

Mason moved to his side and righted his friend, shooting me 
furtive glances. It was as if Mason wanted to help me, but knew 
he’d roughed me up too much for me to trust him when I was 
vulnerable. “Lady October, are you hurt?” 

How can you even ask me that? I sucked down my real answer 
and took a few more breaths before replying with a feeble, “I’m 
fine. I just want to go home.” 

“Of course,” Ezra crooned, rocking me against him as if I was a 
child — as if I was his child. His voice was soothing, almost like a 
song of solace that drew me closer to the haven I'd been living for 
too long without. It was a luxury, and I knew I was being a glutton. 

I gently pulled away, grateful I was finally stable enough to sit 
up without assistance. “I’m getting you all dirty.” 

Ezra remained beside me on the concrete floor, not shying away 
from the muddy mess that my clothes were — the filthy mess that I 


was. “I don’t care about the mud. I care about what happened. 
Where did Prince Langgam take you?” 

Von rubbed his temples. “To Sakuna. He wanted to show the 
new girl what she was working for. He’s got a message for her and 
Mariang and you, I guess,” he said to Ezra, finally standing. “King 
Geon’s done waiting. If October doesn’t start turning over high 
numbers soon, they’re going to force the pregnant women to eat the 
Patayin root so they all lose their babies. Then if it’s still bad, they’ll 
kill all the babies under two. Then the prisoners. Then the elderly. 
You get the picture. Prince Langgam wanted her to see what was at 
stake.” 

Mason was flexing his hands as if to ready himself for a fight in 
case anyone else showed up to abduct me. “I was caught off my 
guard. That won’t happen again.” 

I let Ezra pull me up on rubbery legs and leaned on him, despite 
myself. My voice was quiet as I addressed the men who all wore 
various shades of the same grave expression. “Look, Ill help 
however I can, but I’m tapped out for tonight. I’m going home 
before I have to kill anyone else, take anyone else’s soul, or before I 
get felt up, or abducted again. I can’t... This is too much.” 

Ezra motioned to the stairs. “I insist you rest a bit before you go. 
There’s much to discuss. The heads of the seven nations are 
assembling upstairs right now. They need to meet you, to know 
their futures will be secure. And then there’s this matter of the 
sagrado stone. That needs to be investigated.” 

“Tm disgusting. I’m not having a sit-down with anyone like 
this.” I had mud up to my hips caking my jeans. Poor Peewee 
Herman’s face was obscured in brown goo on my shirt. “I have to 
go home and wash up. Ill deal with you all tomorrow.” 

Ezra shook his head. “I insist you wash up here, if that would 
make you more comfortable. Von, you clean up, too. Then we can 
all sit down together and form a plan.” 

The thought of showering in the stranger’s house was unnerving, 
but so was staining up the perfect interior of Terence the Taurus. 
“Okay, thanks.” My feet were heavy as I moved toward the steps. 

I jumped when Von came to my side, wrapping an arm around 
my waist. He didn’t have that playboy bravado this time, but a 
sincere willingness to help me in my weakened state. I didn’t 
understand why I didn’t shove him roughly away, and blamed it on 
the lack of oxygen impeding higher brain function. “I think I can 


make it, but thanks.” 

“T was going to trot upstairs myself. You’re merely escorting me. 
As a matter of fact, I carried you last; it’s your turn to hoist me up 
in your arms.” 

I blinked up at him, knowing he was helping me to save face. It 
was sweet. “I’m really fine. Thanks, though. Go figure stuff out with 
Ezra.” 

“Alright. Yell if you need anything.” 

“Will do. And thanks for staying cool down there. You really did 
save the day. Von Vandershot: King of all the Things, indeed.” 

Von softened, sending his smile out to match mine. “Anytime, 
love.” 

I swallowed the last of my hesitation to delay showering in a 
stranger’s bathroom and started back up the stairs. 

Two. I made it up exactly two more stairs before my knees gave 
out on me. That’s right. I’m a ninja. 

Mason and Von ran to help me. I tried to refuse on my newly 
acquired principle of not accepting assistance from people who 
dealt in machetes and underworld affairs, but I had little choice in 
the matter now. The oxygen had been sucked out of me in Sakuna, 
and my body was still being a wuss about it. 

“Easy, now. Let us help you.” 

“Tm fine. Just clumsy.” I tried to army crawl up the steps, but 
knew that even if I made it all the way up, it would not be enough 
to save my pride. 

Mason’s nose crinkled. “What are you... Is it possible anyone’s 
this stubborn?” 

This time I didn’t resist when Mason reached down and pulled 
me up. I wanted to, but I didn’t have the strength. His arm around 
my hips supported me while his hand gripping mine guided my 
path. 

“Steady, now,” Mason said dubiously as he walked my trembling 
form up two flights of stairs to a bathroom, where I could lock 
myself inside. 

When I was finally clean enough to breathe without wanting to 
claw my skin off, I turned the shower off and sighed at the muddied 
clothing I really didn’t have the heart to put back on. A dainty fist 
knocked on the door as if in answer to my conundrum. “October? 
October Grace? It’s Mariang. I have some clean clothes for you. May 
I come in?” 


“Um, okay. Thanks.” I stayed in the shower until she left, though 
I could tell by her hesitant steps that she wanted to talk to me. 

When I was alone again, I stepped out and slipped on a pair of 
designer jeans with the tags still on in my exact size, underwear still 
in the package and a fitted green cotton polo that hugged my curves 
like I was trying to show off, which I wasn’t. 

I wound my hair up in a messy bun atop my head and slid on 
the new socks and shoes. My nerves built with every step I took 
outside of the bathroom door towards the exit. Why did the new 
clothes fit perfectly? Mariang looked a solid size two, and I was 
curvier than that. Normally my skin would be crawling at the 
thought of wearing someone else’s clothes, but since they were 
unworn with the tags on, I saved my freak-out for the big stuff. 
Like, you know, a man abducting me, my new family tying me to a 
chair, or the whole soul-reaping extravaganza. 

Mariang met me in the hallway and crashed into me with a hug 
before I could properly brace myself. “We were so worried! We 
didn’t know where he’d taken you! Are you alright? Dad’s been 
yelling at Prince Langgam ever since you got back.” She released 
me just as I was about to hyperventilate at the close contact. 
“They’re all in the conference room. It’s one of the few areas the 
bugs didn’t get to during the fight.” She didn’t need me to comply; 
she walked knowing that I would follow. For such a dainty person, 
she possessed a whole lot of power. Before we went into the first 
floor room that was shut with overlarge double doors, Mariang 
turned toward me. “I generally bow out of council meetings, but if 
you need, I’ll come in with you.” 

“What is ‘the council’?” 

Mariang licked her lips in thought, remembering I knew next to 
nothing about their world. “It’s the rulers of the seven nations, or 
their delegates, plus other officials who speak for their respective 
races. They don’t care for women sitting at the table, so even 
though Omens are technically part of the council, I don’t attend 
many meetings. Not everyone gets along. It can be stressful when 
they start arguing for hours.” 

“Hours? Oh, jeez. Okay. Thanks for the heads up.” 

I replayed Ollie’s advice to me that had seen me through many 
an uncertain moment where I’d gotten in over my head. Keep your 
head up. Take it slow. 


Twenty-Two. 
A Council of 
Children 


W. were met with cautious eyes, and a quiet hush 


that fell over the room when we entered. For all the 
weirdness I’d been introduced to that day, I let out a 
yelp of shock when I saw the company that stood at our 
entrance. 

Ezra, Danny, Von, Langgam and Mason were there, but there 
were others who terrified me to my very soul. I tried not to let my 
nerves show beyond widened eyes and my slight intake of breath, 
but inside I spluttered a constant stream of holy crap, holy crap. Any 
chance at writing this whole Terraway thing off as a bad dream was 
obliterated as I took in the members of the council. Sitting at the 
foot of the table was a creature with the body of a totally ripped 
man and the head of a horse. No kidding, a horse. And not the 
majestic Black Beauty kind. This dude had a pure black head with 
no spots, and a light brown toned body. His midnight-colored mane 
was long, and had three thick braids woven through the tresses. He 
stared at me with his angry black eyes that conveyed emotion like a 
human. It was the same reverse centaur from the painting in the 
foyer I’d seen when I'd first walked into the mansion. He’d had a 
sword in the painting. Judging by this one’s scowl, I guessed he 
wasn’t the type to relish sitting in a conference room. 

Ezra took the lead, introducing me to each member, starting to 


his left with the horse guy, and moving clockwise around the long 
conference table. “Lady October, it’s my pleasure to introduce King 
Kabayo. He rules over Silo, which is where the Tikbalangs reside.” 

“Hey, man,” I offered lamely, feeling like a kid who totally 
didn’t belong at the magical grownup table. 

Kabayo snarled, daring me to say something he could cling to as 
a social faux pas. Given that I had no knowledge of their societal 
rituals, I swallowed my distress and kept my mouth shut tight, lest I 
offend him and get... I don’t know, whinnied to death or something. 

Ezra moved down the line, looking pleased that I hadn’t had my 
head bitten clean off by the horse dude. “This is Queen Sylvia. She’s 
the newly instated ruler of Lumipad. She’s a Manas, or a 
Manananggal.” 

When no one bothered to explain what the crap a Manas was, I 
guessed perhaps maybe that was their word for woman, since she 
was the only other one in attendance. Sylvia was curvy, and clad in 
a short brown leather dress with frayed edges. She wore tall black 
combat boots that looked to split the difference between decorative 
and meaning business. She had pale skin and frizzy red hair pulled 
back into a high ponytail. When she bowed her head to me in 
greeting, I jumped when leathery black bat wings unfolded from 
behind her, draping out from her shoulder blades. 

Okay, Manas isn’t their word for woman, it’s whatever Batgirl Sylvia 
is. Her chin and forehead jutted out unnaturally, so when she 
turned to yell at Ezra, her profile almost looked like a half-moon. “I 
thought you said the Omen was of age. This is a child, Ezra. 
Children can’t be awakened.” 

I stood straighter, frowning. I didn’t even know these people, 
and already I was being given the label of a useless child. I glanced 
down at myself, wondering not for the first time what it was about 
me that screamed fifteen-year-old kid. 

Ezra was patient. “Lady October is twenty-two, and has already 
been awakened. She’s well suited to serve out the role of an Omen.” 

Sylvia wore a tight-lipped expression while she sized me up to 
see if ’'d be an asset or a liability. 

Back atcha, girlfriend. 

They were all pretty tall, except for a stooped old man with a 
face like an old yellow potato. Goblin, I thought with a grumble. His 
sparse white hair was slicked back into a ponytail, and his long 
matching beard was tied similarly below his chin. He had a hump 


in his back and pointy ears, looking sort of like an old, evil 
Christmas elf. He eyed me with superior skepticism, as if daring me 
to be as useless as he’d been predicting. When he opened his mouth, 
I saw he had no teeth at all. “She’s a humanses. I can smells it on 
her. There’s no way she’s ones of us.” 

Ezra stood at attention at the head of the solid wood oval- 
shaped table. He’d changed into a crisp white dress shirt and navy 
trousers. His pale lavender and blue striped tie set off his aqua eyes. 
Ezra possessed the stylishness of a fashionmonger, mixed with the 
effortless perfection of a man who couldn’t have cared less about 
such things. The combination coupled with his perfect posture 
made him look positively regal. “Lady October’s half Matruculan, 
and she has already been awakened. So whatever disparaging 
remarks you have to say about her abilities or my judgment, you 
can save them for another day, Titus. That you’ve been invited here 
to meet her is a courtesy I did not have to extend. I owe the Goblins 
nothing, especially after two of your kin attacked her earlier this 
evening.” 

The old Christmas Elf, er Goblin, shook his gnarled fist in the 
air. I half expected Titus to threaten to bring Ezra coal for his 
stocking. “You owes the Goblins the same you owes everyone else 
who’s heres! Just because we aren’t starving yets doesn’t meanses 
we like watching the nations dies around us.” 

My eyes drifted to a military-looking man as Titus and Ezra 
went back and forth. Judging by the rigid way he stood and the 
expressionless observation of me, I guessed he was one of those who 
were always calculating a takedown when he met a new person. He 
had short, sand-colored hair and trimmed sideburns that framed his 
classically handsome face. I inhaled sharply when I noticed what 
could only be described as gills along both sides of his throat, 
stretching into his black no-frills t-shirt. He nodded to acknowledge 
me, and I returned the gesture. “Captain Finn Fredo,” he said, not 
ceasing his careful study of me, as if I was the one with the 
freakishly cool gills. I maintained my stance of not speaking, lest I 
open my mouth and start a scream that might never stop. Or maybe 
I’d make a fool of myself by asking if I could poke at his gills to see 
what they felt like. My crazy-o-meter was a little hard to predict at 
this point. 

For some reason, I felt a tug in my chest that led my head to 
snap towards Von. Though he appeared silent and professional, I 


could tell by his narrowed eyes and flared nostrils that he despised 
Captain Finn on a level that went deeper than “He stole my bike.” 
There was a baser soul-level hatred that I was surprised I could read 
so easily. I wondered if I could feel his swings because of our Omen- 
Reaper connection. 

I’d never seen a half-horse, half-man in an office setting. Nor 
had I seen a batgirl with a crescent moon-shaped face, or a soldier 
with gills. The solid wood floor and the beige walls with the 
obligatory fichus in the corner made the surreal creatures stand out 
all the more in their total weirdness. 

Lang’s flies buzzed in an irritated circle around his head. “We 
don’t have all night for this, Ezra. Let’s get started.” 

Von led me to the nearest chair and sat me down, standing 
behind me like a guard beside Mason. He had a raised tilt to his 
chin that dared the others to cast us out from the cool kids meeting 
he was finally allowed a place at. Though, to be fair, Danny and 
Von weren’t given chairs. They were made to stand, making it clear 
that they weren’t to have a say in things. I didn’t love that ’d been 
given a chair so easily, when I couldn’t even name three restaurants 
in Terraway. 

Ezra held up his hands to the others, who quieted as they sat. 
“Your family’s throne isn’t represented today, so Mason, would you 
do the honors and sit in your brother’s place to speak for the Hayop 
nation?” 

“T see the nation of Sombi still isn’t represented.” Mason glared 
at Ezra, his full lips pursed through his half-inch thick beard. “I 
gave up my claim to the Hayop throne years ago. Call my brother. 
Surely he can spare half an hour to shake hands with the new 
Omen.” 

“King Carter didn’t answer my summons. If you would.” Ezra 
motioned to the empty spot beside Kabayo. When Mason sat down, 
the horse snorted derisively like a snotty junior higher. 

I didn’t have amazingly high hopes for the council, since they all 
seemed to be a little antagonistic. 

Ezra was the only one standing. Mariang had entered silently to 
take her spot during the introductions. She dragged her chair to sit 
against the wall with the grace of a delegate bred for keeping her 
cool in heated political situations. It was as if she was making a 
point of not joining the table. She would cooperate, but wouldn’t 
participate in such poorly veiled aggression. Danny stood beside her 


chair, his hand on her shoulder like a sentry. 

There was too much don’t-you-dare-look-at-me-wrong tension, 
and I hoped these delightful little meetings wouldn’t be a daily 
thing. 

Ezra held up his hands, quieting the murmuring. “I’ve called you 
here today to introduce you to the new Omen. She was awakened 
only yesterday, and I summoned you all first thing. After a few days 
of adjusting and learning what’s expected of her, I fully anticipate 
things turning around for each of your kingdoms.” 

Lang stood, pressing his hand to the table to control the 
meeting. He leaned forward in frustration that Ezra was beginning 
with the part he already knew. “My minions saw her just yesterday 
morning with the lost sagrado stone!” 

This was apparently a huge deal. Chatter broke out among the 
ranks, along with gasps and more questions Ezra didn’t have an 
answer to. Captain Finn stood when the horse dude pounded his fist 
on the table, demanding I get it first thing and “lay it at his feet.” 
Jag. 

I quirked my eyebrow, not bothering to stand. Ollie’s constant 
wisdom echoed in my ear. Keep your chin up. Take it slow. It was 
good advice to have in a room filled with too many hot heads. 
“Kabayo, is it? I’d like to know who you think you’re talking to. ’m 
not laying anything at anyone’s feet, and you’ll calm yourself down 
about it. There’s no use ordering me around like a fool. You don’t 
even know me.” 

Kabayo’s massive nostrils widened as he straightened at my 
level-toned scolding. “If you knew the king I am, you wouldn’t dare 
speak so boldly.” 

I waved my hand dismissively, as if his fit throwing was boring 
to me. “I know enough. Now be a good puppy and sit when you’re 
told. Ezra was talking, not you.” I cast Ezra a slight bow of my chin 
to communicate I was on his side. 

Captain Finn’s mouth dropped open in amusement, and I saw a 
flicker of a laugh in Lang’s dark eyes. Whatever. If Kabayo wanted 
me to know he was a threat, I had to establish right off the bat that 
I wouldn’t be threatened. 

“[’ve hanged men for less!” Kabayo was tall, brawny and clearly 
pissed, but aside from the horse head and magical land aspect, I’d 
met hundreds of him. Entitled men who couldn’t be bothered to 
shut up and play nice. He had to be in charge, but I never had the 


patience to coddle that kind of attitude when there was actual work 
to be done. 

I tilted my head up at his anger, knowing I'd won, since he had 
the flaring temper of a child. I crossed my arms over my chest and 
let a breezy I-friggin’-dare-you smile brush across my lips. “Hanged, 
eh? Well, that settles it; you’re the scariest little pony I’ve ever 
seen.” 

Ezra turned to me after holding up his hands to quiet the room 
that had quickly devolved into chaos. “Is this true, Lady October? 
Do you have the sagrado stone?” 

Ezra’s formal address threw me. 

“Um, could someone show me a picture of whatever it is you’re 
looking for? If you’re thinking I have some magic rock or 
something, I’m not aware of it.” I kept my chin level, refusing to be 
intimidated by the seething I could feel coming at me from Kabayo. 
He was easily seven feet tall and looked like one wrong move from 
me might make him snap. Not that I’d done anything but, you 
know, show up and sit down at the table. The tool. “I’ll look through 
my stuff when I get home if you can tell me what I’m searching 
for.” 

“I can do that.” Ezra nodded. “If she does have the stone, then 
that changes things. We’ll need at least a week or two of her 
Topside, helping Mariang catch up on reaping more souls before she 
goes under to the different regions.” 

Finn leaned forward, his knuckles on the table. “Do you 
understand what this would mean? If she could bring the lost 
sagrado stone back to the people, we wouldn’t need to rely so 
heavily on the Omens.” Excitement lightened Finn’s bright green 
eyes as he sat back in his chair in thought. “This could change 
everything. What do you need from us? What are you thinking?” He 
scratched at his flesh-colored gills that appeared soft and flexible. I 
stared at the oddity with probably impolite fascination. 

I had a civilized answer all ready, but when my mouth opened, 
“You’ve got gills,” popped out. I winced, closed my eyes and hung 
my head, wishing I could bang my cranium against the table. I 
could feel the upper hand slipping through my fingers as Mason 
chuckled under his breath. 

Finn narrowed one eye at me, and I could see clearly in that 
small glimpse that his good looks were just for show. Dude was a 
killer with very little conscience. ’d seen the same coldness in a 


good many inmates. His voice lowered as he stared at me with the 
same size-up I’d fixed Kabayo with. “Yes, and you’ve got legs.” 

I looked down, not noticing anything weird about my legs, or 
his. “That better have been a compliment.” 

The corners of Finn’s full lips curved upward in a sardonic 
impression of a genuine smile. “Oh, it was.” 

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Von stiffen and snarl with 
distaste. “Captain Finn is second in command of Dagat under King 
Banak.” Von pulled a cigar and lighter out of his pocket, turning the 
end to evenly heat the tip. “He couldn’t get his hands on a good 
pair of legs unless his king commanded him to.” 

Finn narrowed his eyes at Von, seeming to weigh some option 
with which to dismantle Von’s perpetual smugness. 

Sylvia frowned, her bat wings drooping in time with the corners 
of her lips. “Could you smoke that thing somewhere else? It’s close 
quarters in here, Duwende.” 

Von let out a long puff of smoke, unperturbed. “I’m afraid not. 
See, I’m her Reaper, so I need to be in this meeting. This here cigar 
keeps me from vamping out and biting all of you.” 

Sylvia scoffed, looking down her nose at Von like he was scum. 
“You couldn’t turn us. You’re no threat. You’re only a half-vamp. 
Almost useful for sport, but not quite. One little trip to Lumipad, 
and my people would see you turned to your full bestial potential in 
an hour. You wouldn’t be so smug crawling around on all fours like 
a dog.” 

“Hey, watch it,” I warned her, throwing sisterhood out the door 
sooner than I’d hoped. 

Von touched his tongue to his canine tooth that was slightly 
longer than his others. “Turn you, Queen Sylvia? Why would I want 
to do that? No, no. I’d simply lose control and kill you. Can’t have 
the Queen of Lumipad dying in Ezra’s house, can we? At least not 
with so many witnesses roaming about.” 

Ezra shot Von a look of deep displeasure. “You’ll keep your 
veiled threats contained, son. Have a seat, Queen Sylvia.” 

The old hunched Goblin redirected the conversation, adding in a 
snide, “But who should be granted a pieces of the stone? Surely not 
the Lumipads. They’re always in the middles of some uprisings. I 
barely gets to know the new rulers’ nameses anymore, the 
turnover’s so fast.” Titus’ beady eyes gleamed with greed. “I should 
get the stone firsts. Goblins have the most magics to protect.” 


Mason stiffened. “You don’t make the rules, old man. Ezra’s in 
charge, so you’ll defer to him and not make things difficult. I live in 
Sombi, and it matters if it’s abandoned to ruin. You live in the dead 
of heat with the rest of Terraway, but Sombi’s turned into a frozen 
wasteland. It’s nearly impossible to get through it if you don’t know 
what you’re doing.” 

“Why should I cares where you lives? What are yous to me? You 
abandoned your peoples to go hides out in Sombi. Deserters to their 
thrones mean nothing to me. It’s a disgraces you’re permitted to sits 
at the table with us in your brother’s stead.” 

Something in me I didn’t recognize stirred protectively when 
Sylvia had laid into Von, and that same indignation rose up when 
Titus was snotty to Mason. I didn’t understand all the lingo, but I 
knew a blowhole when I saw one. I pointed my finger at the old 
Keebler Elf as my upper lip curled in disgust. “You’ll watch your 
mouth, boy. If Ezra wants Mason at this table, you’ll accept it, or 
you can go on back to Hobbitville for all I care.” 

Finn let out a snigger that he fought unsuccessfully to conceal, 
shooting me an appreciative look I ignored. 

“Boy?” the Goblin guffawed, his overlong lips opening wider 
than should be possible. “You dares tell me how to speaks to a 
deserter?” 

Mason did not defend himself, but sat back in his chair and took 
it with what was almost a bored expression. “She can dare tell you 
whatever she’d like. You’re nothing without her and Lady Mariang.” 
Mason narrowed his eyes at Titus and leaned forward to verbally 
jab at the old Goblin. “I know what kind of a power-hungry, 
arrogant king you are. I know you tied yourself to your people 
using the tahi charm.” 

Mariang gasped, but apparently everyone who regularly showed 
up for council meetings already knew that. I raised my hand. “What 
the crap is a tahi charm?” 

Mason’s eyes flicked over to me. “It’s a binding charm. He 
blessed himself so that his life is tied to his people. If he eats, all the 
Goblins are full.” 

“Oh, well why doesn’t every ruler do that then? I mean, if 
there’s a famine and all.” 

Ezra was patient. “The downside is that if Titus is killed before 
he can remove the charm, the entire Goblin race dies with him in 
an instant. It’s a very dangerous risk, but in the end, each ruler is 


free to reign how he or she sees fit.” 

Titus turned to me and snarled like I was an annoying bug he 
had to pay respect to. “That’s why we should gets a pieces of the 
stone first. I want to lifts the tahi charm so my peoples aren’t so at 
risk of sudden deaths.” 

I saw Mariang’s chest move up and down like she was having 
trouble breathing properly. Her head began to sway as her body 
started losing its grip on the perfect posture she’d been maintaining 
up until that point. Her eyelids were drooping, and she looked 
utterly exhausted. I felt for the poor girl. 

Langgam held up his finger. “The sagrado stone should be 
brought to my land first. We’re the first ones to suffer when famine 
strikes. We’ve lost the most lives, and need the most immediate 
aid.” 

Kabayo tossed out his large arm with an accompanying snort of 
derision. “Are you saying the rest of us haven’t watched our buhay 
crops dry up? We haven’t seen our people up and die? You’re just as 
entitled as your father. King Geon’s never once shown up to a 
council meeting. Sends you instead. And you know? Shame on me 
for actually believing you might be different.” 

“Entitled? Is that how you see me standing up for my people 
who are at death’s door? You know the famine hits us the hardest.” 

“T know you whine about it the loudest.” 

Those were fighting words, and Danny and I both recognized the 
danger brewing when Langgam stood abruptly, knocking his chair 
back to confront Kabayo. They were on level playing field, as far as 
musculature went. The tempers were big, swinging like a 
pendulum, and that was dangerous. If Mariang was really as 
valuable as everyone said, it wasn’t wise to keep her in the room 
with such volatile people. 

I stood and cupped Mariang’s elbow, using it to guide her out of 
her chair. “You’re getting out of here,” I mumbled, grateful Danny 
seemed to be on the same page. He took her other arm, and the 
three of us darted out the door. Mariang’s arm was thin, and the 
nearly translucent skin felt too breakable to be real. I helped Danny 
walk her up the stairs, perplexed at how light she was and how stiff 
her movements were. It felt like moving an elderly woman. 

“She'll be alright,” Danny assured me quietly. “That’s how they 
always get when there’s a council meeting called. It’s why she 
usually stays away from them. She doesn’t need the excitement, 


especially if we’re going to be training you tomorrow. Just help me 
get her to her room, yeah?” 

“No problem.” 

Mariang leaned on me. “I’m sorry I’m making you help me. I 
know yourre still on the fence about all this. It’s just not good for 
me to be going all evening.” 

“You don’t need to explain yourself to her,” Danny snapped, 
directing a scowl at me, as if I’d demanded anything of the girl. “It’s 
okay to be tired at eight o’clock at night.” 

“Still, this isn’t what she was expecting. I’d hoped to look 
stronger to her, and not tip my hand so soon.” She cast me a look 
laced with shame at her feeble body. “I didn’t used to be like this.” 

“It’s alright, Mariang. Danny’s right; it’s late. I was thinking of 
turning in myself.” I helped her turn the corner when we reached 
the top of the stairs, making sure we didn’t go too fast for her. 
Dread passed over me as I pictured myself in her same weakened 
state, wondering if Terraway would similarly someday suck the life 
out of me. 


Twenty-Three. 
The Softer Side of 
Danny 


Movers: room had two peach walls and two 


cream ones, with gold curtains, frames and decorations 
that bespoke the talents of a pricey interior decorator. 
Her room was more than twice the size of mine, but it 
came with the sounds of bickering mythological 
creatures echoing up from the ground floor through the 


vents, so that was a definite drawback. 

I helped Mariang to her king-sized bed with peach sheets and a 
cream comforter. The mattress was so soft and large that she looked 
like she was floating on a sea of sherbet. I couldn’t imagine the 
luxury of sleeping on such a cloud. 

“Can you take her shoes off?” Danny asked, pulling back the 
cover and situating the pillows for her. 

I slid off the white ballet flats and peeled off her socks, donning 
my nurse demeanor so I could muscle past my OCD and feel her 
feet. I was a full day off my medication, but Von had been sneaking 
small touches that shed layers of my neurosis, so I was better at 
dealing than I’d expected myself to be. “Her feet are ice cold, 
Danny. Her circulation’s not what it should be.” 

“Yeah, I don’t know what to do about that, other than make sure 
she gets more rest. I can’t exactly take her to a doctor. The healers 


in Terraway haven’t done the other Omens before her any favors.” 

“What kind of medicine do they practice?” 

“The kind that gets the most output from the Omen, no matter 
what the cost. I’ll put it to you this way: there were three Omens a 
few years ago. Two of them died, and the other won’t last the year 
if she keeps up at the rate she’s going.” 

“Tm alright, Danny,” Mariang insisted, though her voice was 
fragile, like very thin glass. “I’m just a little tired, is all.” 

Danny nodded, though I could tell he was unhappy with how 
the night was turning out for her. He pulled a sweater out of the 
dresser drawer and some cream-colored soft pajama pants. “Will 
this help?” he asked us both. 

Mariang nodded and shrugged, not caring what she fell asleep 
in. I moved to the dresser and guessed at which drawer held socks. 
“She needs thick socks with no band on them to help keep her feet 
warm while she sleeps. Are her hands cold?” 

“Always. But they’re especially icy in the evening,” Danny 
answered, relieved to be getting some help. It was the least 
antagonistic he’d been to me thus far. 

“Then she should sleep with gloves on for tonight until I can get 
a better look at her tomorrow. Sleeping with her legs elevated will 
help a little.” I reached for the doorknob when Mariang started to 
unbutton her dress. 

“Wait,” Danny called. “Just let me help her change, and then 
come back and tell me what else I need to do.” I turned to look at 
them over my shoulder and saw the rare glimpse of pleading soften 
his Frankenstein monster-like features. “Please.” 

“Sure. I can help. Call me in when she’s decent.” I stepped out 
into the hallway and waited only one minute before Danny came to 
retrieve me. I heard arguing from the conference room, but most of 
it was unintelligible. 

“You said her legs should be elevated. How much?” 

Mariang looked up at me with hopeful eyes, like I might be able 
to cure her with an aspirin. Would that I could. “Here. First lay down 
and get comfortable.” I watched as Danny helped her lay down on 
the mattress, then I picked up a thick pillow from the head of the 
bed next to hers and folded it in half. “Now I’m just going to lift 
your legs and slide this under your knees. Is that uncomfortable?” I 
cataloged her face for signs of distress that might indicate 
something more serious in her joints. 


“No, but that’s Danny’s pillow. Can we use a different one?” 

I couldn’t quite picture the man who’d slapped me across the 
face sleeping in the feminine peach room. That little mental image 
would be one of my favorite things to make me giggle when I 
needed a boost. 

“No,” Danny ruled. “If it'll help, use it. I can get a different 
pillow, no problem.” 

“You give up too much for me.” She reached over and placed 
her hand on his. “You need to rest, too.” 

“T feel fine.” He slid the thick comforter up to her chest and 
kissed her lips. Though the kiss was simple, the two of them 
shuddered, inhaling as if something far more intimate was going on. 
I wanted to escape the affectionate display, but I put on my best 
nurse smile and waited patiently. “Now get some sleep. We’ll come 
up with a new plan in the morning, and everything will start 
looking up, yeah?” 

Mariang’s voice was quiet, but firm. “You can’t put off the 
inevitable. I appreciate being able to feel my feet and all, but don’t 
go thinking October can save my life. Don’t put that on her. We 
both know I’ve got barely a year left, if ’'m lucky.” 

Danny closed his eyes as he leaned over to kiss her again, 
invoking that same sensual shudder from them both. “When you 
talk like that, it kills me. I’ll take care of it. Don’t I always? You’re 
not dying if I have anything to say about it.” 

“Danny bear, it’s alright.” Her arms were weak, but they 
managed to loop around his neck when he needed it most. 

He kissed her again, and I averted my eyes as I inched for the 
door. Nurse or not, there were some things I just couldn’t stomach. 
The public love stuff always made me feel a little queasy. Danny 
sensed my retreat, so he ended the kiss and turned off the lamp, 
shutting Mariang in the room for the night. 

Danny leaned against the bedroom door in the hallway, closing 
his worn eyes and sighing at the unending labor of his life. When he 
finally stood straight, it was with the air of readying himself to fight 
a bull. “You’re a doctor, right?” 

“T’m a nurse. Big difference. Like, eons of difference.” The doctor 
I worked under, Brenden, was gracious and trusted me with far 
more duties than a nurse at a hospital would be given, but it wasn’t 
the same thing has having an M.D. after my name. 

“But you can help her?” 


“T can try. But she should really be seen by a doctor, don’t you 
think?” 

“Sure, but who could she possibly go to? Omens are half from 
this world and half from Terraway. I don’t know anyone qualified 
for that.” 

I followed Danny down to the kitchen and washed my hands in 
the sink three times while he fished a pad of paper and a pen from 
the drawer. “If it’s true that our makeup’s different than humans, 
why hasn’t anything weird turned up on my tests? I mean, you all 
said I’m half human and half Matruculan. Wouldn’t my blood be 
different than a regular person’s?” 

Danny considered this. “I honestly don’t know. The Omens have 
only ever been treated by Terraway doctors, and it fails every time. 
Maybe they’re more human in nature than anything else.” 

“T mean, I’ve had extensive bloodwork done, and I see my 
general practitioner twice a year. They’ve never turned up anything 
weird on me.” Well, not mythologically weird, anyway. 

“Then let’s try it the human way. Mariang’s mother was part 
human.” 

“What’s Ezra?” I asked out of idle curiosity. 

“Matruculan. Only Matruculan can have children with full 
humans, but it’s difficult for the baby to actually come about.” 

“What do you mean? Why is it harder for the woman to have a 
baby if the father’s Matruculan?” 

“Matruculan men are unnaturally drawn to pregnant women and 
fetuses. Triggers an animalistic hunger that’s hard to control. 
There’ve been many who’ve tried to knock up a human woman in 
hopes she has a baby who turns out to be an Omen, but they 
usually end up eating the baby. And then the mother.” 

My mouth fell open in horror. “Are you kidding me? That’s 
disgusting! Ezra eats babies? And pregnant women?” 

Danny rolled his eyes, like I was being dramatic. Like what he’d 
just said wasn’t fodder for the worst kind of horror movie. Bruce 
Campbell would never dream of starring in a movie with a plot as 
psychotic as that, I was certain. Danny was unperturbed by my 
shock. “Of course not. You’ve met his daughter. He clearly didn’t 
eat her.” He furrowed his eyebrows. “I thought you were a doctor. 
Doctors are supposed to be smart, yeah?” 

“Shut your donut hole. What about Mariang’s mom?” 

“Was hit by a car. Your world killed her, not mine. Not every 


Matruculan lacks self-control. Non-human-eating Matruculan men 
exist, but there just aren’t all that many out there. Ezra eats a lot of 
animal meat instead to compensate. It takes more self-control than 
most have.” He sat down on the stool at the freshly scrubbed 
counter with his pen and paper. “Okay, hit me with whatever 
you’ve got that might help Mariang.” 

I dried off my hands on the towel, going through my mental list 
aloud. “Okay. She should sleep exactly like that with her legs up, if 
she can. Tomorrow night she could take a hot bath to stimulate 
blood flow. Every night, actually. She can go on short walks to get 
her heart going.” I watched Danny write everything down with rapt 
attention. “Green tea? Do you have any?” 

Danny stood from his stool. “I’ll pop over to the store and get 
some right now.” 

“Easy, tiger. Not much is open right now. It’s not a cure-all; it’s 
just something that might help a little bit. If we do enough things 
that help like, one percent, eventually all that help might start 
adding up so we can build her health some positive momentum.” 

“Okay. What else?” 

“When she drinks water, make sure it’s warm, not cold. Cold 
water tends to make the blood vessels constrict.” I demonstrated by 
clenching my fist. “And no coffee. No caffeine of any kind. That 
really doesn’t help.” 

Danny’s shoulders deflated. “Oh, that’s not going to go over 
well.” 

I shrugged. “She doesn’t have to do any of these things. They’re 
not a cure. Just little building blocks that might help in small 
ways.” 

“Tll take anything at this point.” Danny looked utterly spent 
from the long day and what looked to be a hard life for him. He 
jerked his head toward the room where all the arguing was coming 
from. “When you go back in there, don’t let them walk all over you. 
As far as hierarchy goes, the only person more valuable than you is 
Ezra, since you'll be reporting to him. Don’t let them talk over you 
to shut you up. And don’t break eye contact with the Goblin. Titus 
can sense if you’re afraid of him.” 

“Should I be?” 

Danny shuddered. “Oh, yeah. The whole lot of them are 
absolutely ruthless. That’s how they got to where they are now. 
Goblins didn’t used to have a seat on the council, you know. Now 


they try to run the thing every time. Hold your ground in there. 
Start off a pawn this early in the game and you'll never shake it.” 

“Okay. Thanks.” 

Danny nodded once. “You actually did quite well in there 
before. Best get back to it before they start making decisions for 
you.” 

“Alright. Thanks, Danny. You know, I was wrong about you. I 
thought you were the meanest man alive. Now you're mingled 
somewhere in the top ten.” 

He snorted and waved me away. “Well, you’re still the most 
annoying person I’ve ever met. I was spot on about that.” 

I gave him a sweet little shove off his stool before I stomped 
toward the conference room, throwing open the door to garner the 
attention of the bickering creatures. 


Twenty-Four. 
Welcome to the 
Council 


U... second thought, I realized banging the door 


open so hard it hit the wall was probably not the best 
thing to do. It did get them to shut up long enough to let 
me take hold of the conversation, though. They were all 
standing and had been going at their argument since I’d 
left, accomplishing nothing. 

Danny entered behind me, standing in his intimidating way to 
stare the others down over my shoulder and reinforce my presence 
there. Mason abandoned his chair and clenched his fists at my side. 
Von slowly moved to stand on my other side, smoking, as if 
everyone was just standing around the table drinking beers 
together. He’d been abducted right alongside me, but apparently it 
took more than that to truly ruffle him. Von reached his arm out 
absentmindedly and brushed his knuckles across the back of my 
neck, absconding with a little of my building nerves. 

It was incredible, how he could do that. I fought down my 
body’s strange desire to lean closer to his touch. 

I cleared my throat. “Alright, people. If you want me to learn 
how to be an Omen, you all have to sit down and lower your 
voices.” When no one moved, I reached for my bossy voice I used 
when an inmate was giving me too much sass, clapping my hands 
twice. “Do you think I’m speaking metaphorically? Sit down!” 


The people around the table obeyed slowly. Finn narrowed his 
eyes, sizing me up with an edge of hesitation. 

A smirk played on Von’s lips as he puffed his cigar and clapped 
his hand on my shoulder. “Those big girl pants look fetching on 
you, Peach.” 

I shot Von the only smile I had left, and then turned to the 
others, lowering my voice to set the tone for an acceptable volume. 
“Mariang’s resting, and I could hear you all the way upstairs. Is that 
how you treat the person in charge of growing your food? You 
barge into her house, start yelling like a bunch of children and 
expect the food to just keep on coming? I hope all that shouting felt 
good, because it was the last time. That nonsense ends tonight.” 

Kabayo stood up, his fists on the table as he stared me down 
with his glassy horse eyes. “I don’t know who you think you are, 
but—” 

I snapped my fingers twice to distract him from his tirade. 
“Sounds like you just volunteered to wash my car, Kabayo.” 

“T’m not your slave.” 

“Would you like to be?” I threatened. “If you want me on your 
side — if you want me to actually start being an Omen and doing 
what Mariang does so your people can live — you'll sit back down 
and be civil, like a gentleman. If you can’t do that, you can learn 
some responsibility. Take a lesson on how to behave like an adult 
by washing my car for me. All raising your voice does is get you big 
fat nothing from me.” I stared him down, daring his anger to be 
bigger than mine. “I'll wait.” 

Mason moved closer to my side, posturing like he was there to 
enforce my presence at the meeting. He’d looked very much like a 
Viking when Id first seen him in his furs. Now he was only wearing 
black pants and a black t-shirt with his sturdy boots, looking like a 
soldier who didn’t need a commander to know the rules. Von 
merely sucked on the end of his cigar, as if to tell Kabayo that his 
intimidation tactics were boring us all. 

I was trembling inside, but knew I couldn’t let the horse-man 
run the meeting. They were getting nowhere, and I was tired. I 
placed my fists on the table to mirror Kabayo’s body language, not 
letting it show that the foot and a half he had on me was a huge 
advantage in his favor. 

I couldn’t believe it when Kabayo actually sat down, glaring at 
me as he breathed audibly through his snout. “I hope your vampire 


eats you in your sleep.” 

Von removed his cigar from his mouth and bared his modest 
fangs at Kabayo, hissing. 

I straightened. “Thank you for being gracious, Kabayo. Now 
since ya’ll have been fighting since I left, I hope you don’t mind if I 
straighten a few things out.” I held up my finger. “First off, I don’t 
owe anyone here anything. I’m doing this because I care about 
people dying when I can help them, not because I’m scared of any 
of you or feel like I work for you. The gravy train could end at any 
time, so deal. Be on your best behavior around me and Mariang —- 
who also doesn’t work for you, by the way.” I held up a second 
finger when Kabayo snorted angrily and Finn crossed his arms over 
his chest, raising an eyebrow at my gall. “Next off, everyone shut it 
while Ezra explains what the flip the sagrado stone is.” 

Ezra inclined his head to me. “Of course. It’s a white rock that 
grants extra stability to Terraway. It makes the magic flow easier, 
the people healthier and the land richer. It also helps to regulate the 
suns. There used to be eight sagrado stones — one kept in each land, 
plus a spare. Over the years, the nations targeted each other’s 
sagrado stones when they would go to battle. Eight stones turned to 
seven, then six, and so on until they were all destroyed, save for the 
spare, which was lost long before the battles started. One of the 
most powerful Kapre named Orson had the spare stone, but 
someone stole it from him. No one knows whom, but about a 
century ago, that spare sagrado stone went missing. As the nations 
warred, they weakened Terraway, not realizing that when one 
nation fell, we all suffered.” 

Kabayo pointed his finger at Titus, not in accusation, but as a 
threat. “It was the Goblins who set their minds on our destruction. 
They were the ones who led the battles to steal sagrado stones and 
destroy them.” 

Titus hissed, but Ezra continued as if there had been no 
interruption. “When the last known stone was demolished a few 
years ago, we began to need Omens to work harder than anyone 
should’ve expected them to. There were more back then, so they 
shared the load, but over time, the land grew harder to work, the 
magic more distant and the Omens more fragile.” He cleared his 
throat. “If you really are in possession of the lost sagrado stone, it 
would change a lot for Terraway. It would make it so Mariang and 
you would only need to reap a person a day to save us all, instead 


of one per nation per day, plus an extra.” 

I scratched the back of my hand, wishing I could wash up again. 
“Oh. Well, that is a big deal, then. And you think I have it, Lang?” 

“Prince Langgam,” the mud man corrected me. “And yes. My 
minions said they saw it. They even carried back one of their own 
who touched it and turned to stone as proof. They said it was 
holding open a door in a pile of garbage.” 

Bev’s hoard. The stone was somewhere in Bev’s hoard, propping 
open a door. My mind flashed to the doorstop that had been in the 
trailer since before I was born, and I prayed my intake of breath 
wasn’t too noticeable. 

Several of the people at the table hissed, but it meant little to 
me. “Someone want to explain that?” 

Ezra fielded my question. “The sagrado stone cannot be touched, 
except by the Kapre. Kapre were like...” He cast around for 
something I might understand. “They’re like magical giants. If 
anyone who’s not Kapre, or who hasn’t been blessed by a Kapre 
touches it, they turn to stone. As Kapre have been extinct long 
before any of us were born, it’s highly improbable that anyone alive 
now could touch it without turning to stone.” 

“And I have this thing? This rock? Good thing I didn’t touch it. 
Being turned to stone would seriously suck.” I shuddered at the 
thought. 

Lang crossed his arms over his chest. “But you did touch it. My 
minions saw it light up when you touched it, and yet you stand 
before us, not turned to stone.” 

“But I’m not a magical giant.” I glanced down at my stature and 
frowned. “I mean, clearly that’s nowhere in my lineage.” 

Lang seemed exasperated with my confusion. “I don’t care how 
it’s possible; I just know that you did touch it, and here you are. 
You're the only one who can bring it to the nations, since all the 
Kapre died off a century ago.” 

I closed my eyes and tried not to let them see I was upset. 
“Looks like you all just signed me up for a second job.” I turned my 
head and glanced at Von, whose cigar looked like it might fall out 
of his mouth with shock. “Super. I guess I’m in.” 

Lang tapped his fist to his chest twice, like a sort of salute. 
“Welcome to the council, Lady October.” 


Twenty-Five. 
Laying Down the 
Law 


ML, eyes went wide as Langgam’s fist salute was 


repeated across the room. Each of them stood, dipping 
their heads in respect to whatever it is I was supposed to 


be to them. 

I turned to give Von a “what the crap” look, but he was doing 
the same thing, eyes wide with what looked like reverence. I waved 
off the sincerity from everyone. “Alright, knock it off. I think I liked 
you all better when you were fighting. I haven’t actually done 
anything to bring peace or whatever to your world, so don’t get 
your hopes that high.” 

Ezra’s voice was quiet, respecting the awe that fell over the 
room. “If you have the sagrado stone, and if you can touch it 
without turning to stone yourself, then you can also break it for us. 
What would happen is that you would travel to the seven nations, 
break off a piece of the rock and bury it there. As long as the rock 
stays there, the land will prosper. Then you and Mariang will only 
have to reap one person a day to keep Terraway afloat.” 

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “It sounds like the plan will 
work like this: I can start training to reap or pull or do cartwheels 
or whatever tomorrow morning. I'll reap as many souls as I can in 
the next few days so I can build up enough time to go to Lang’s 
world and bring the sagrado stone to his people without more of 


you all starving.” 

Murmurs of dissent broke out, and I wondered if that was the 
right move. Titus’ was the first voice to rise above the din. “Why 
should Sakuna deserves the first pieces?” His bug eyes accused me. 

“When Mariang reaps the souls, his land is the last to get fed, 
which means they’re the most desperate.” 

That’s right, I pay attention. 

When the Goblin went to open his mouth again, I glared at him, 
making sure he knew how vicious my wrath would be if he kept 
being a pain. “And that’s how it’s going to be. I’ll start there and 
work my way through your world, popping back up whenever we 
need to refill the soul supply.” I frowned. “Though, I don’t actually 
know how easy that part is —- the popping in and out of your world.” 
Not to mention the whole breathing issue. 

Lang raised his finger. “I can do it. Only the people here on the 
council and select officials can transport another person in and out. 
Some entry gates are a week’s trek from one side of the nation to 
the other, so it’ll take some time.” Lang stood, his expression tight 
but sincere. “If you'll let me, Pll escort you through Sakuna, and as 
much of the rest of Terraway as you need. For putting my father’s 
land first, I owe you to see this through until the end.” 

This seemed to mollify Titus a little, his big watery eyes blinking 
twice up at Lang. “Good. I think you shoulds.” 

“That’s what I just said!” Lang growled. 

Sylvia broke in with an argumentative tone. “Lumipad is next! 
Our people are desperate.” 

Finn scoffed. “Your people are cannibals. Ekeks and Manas add 
nothing to Terraway.” 

Sylvia was livid, whirling on Finn. “We have just as much a 
right to the stone as anyone!” 

Finn sat back in his chair, waving her off as if she was a fly who 
buzzed out of turn. “I wouldn’t care if your whole race up and fed 
on itself, chipping away at your weaker ones until there was 
nothing left. Extinction doesn’t seem like a bad idea for all the 
problems Lumipad has.” 

Sylvia stood and grabbed the hilt of her sword. I knew if she 
drew it, things would go south real fast. My voice was sharp, 
cutting through the escalating argument. “Finn, knock it off. And 
Sylvia? I know you don’t need to be told not to draw a weapon in 
Mariang’s home. Girlfriend’s trying to sleep up there so she can be 


bright-eyed to serve your world tomorrow. Show some respect.” I 
donned a sweeter tone as I stood. “Thank you for your offer to help 
me, Lang. Then if that’s all, I’ll see the rest of you when I cross 
through your land. Lang, Ezra can keep in touch with you to let you 
know when we’ve got enough souls stocked up to where we’re 
ready to leave for Terraway.” 

This brought about a lot of dissent from the ranks. Everyone had 
something to say about the sagrado stone. No one could touch it, 
but no one wanted it out of their sight, either. 

I held up my hands to quiet them. I couldn’t believe it actually 
worked — they seemed so attached to their tempers that flared on a 
dime. “Anyone can come with me to help deliver the stone, but if 
it’s gonna be more bickering, ya’ll can stay at home.” I slapped my 
hands together twice. “Now if you don’t mind, I’m beat, so I’m 
turning in.” I jerked my thumb toward the door. “Kabayo, don’t you 
even think about coming with us on the journey if you don’t 
personally wash my car before you head home, and I mean right 
now, mister. If you can’t serve, then you can’t lead. Plain and 
simple. Be a good leader. You’ve yet to show me you’re anything 
more than a donkey with a crown. You heard it here first: I won’t 
work with a jackass.” 

Kabayo whinnied contemptuously, and stood to tower over me 
from across the table. 

Yeah, that’s probably the line I shouldn’t have danced over. 

Von covered his mouth and chuckled into his hand, coughing to 
cover his laughter when I narrowed my eyes at him. 

“You want to help him?” I challenged. 

Von shook his head through his delighted grin at a king being 
put in his place. “No, ma’am.” 

I turned to Ezra. “’'m going home now. Do I have to take Von 
and Mason, or can I just go?” 

Ezra looked pleased that I deferred to him. “Let’s discuss that 
out here. Gentlemen,” he said to Von and Mason, waving for them 
to follow. 

Ezra wrapped his arm around my shoulder and guided me out of 
the room. He shut the conference room doors behind us and led me, 
Mason and Von down the hall to the living room. “That was 
brilliant!” He kept his voice quiet, but his celebratory joy was 
obvious on his face. His unfettered smile made him look like a 
much younger man. “I was worried about them trying to control 


you, but you handled that beautifully. I must learn to use the 
camera feature on my phone so I can record King Kabayo washing 
your car.” 

Mason sniggered. “Do you think he'll actually do it?” 

“He will if he wants to travel with the stone.” I offered up a tired 
smile to the guys. “I’m heading out as soon as Kabayo’s done, then.” 

Ezra straightened, smoothing his tie. “If you could stay here 
tonight, that would be ideal. You and Mason can stay in Von’s 
room. I’ll see about having one of the larger rooms converted for 
the three of you to share once things settle down.” 

I pursed my lips so I didn’t speak the indignant words I was 
thinking. “I appreciate the offer, but I don’t live here. I have a 
house all my own, and a brother I want to see. I’ve gone along with 
everything else pretty well, but I’m putting my foot down on this 
one. Until we go to Terraway, I’m sleeping in my own bed.” 

Ezra looked like he wanted to argue, but nodded with great 
reluctance. “Okay, if that’s your sticking point, I guess there’s no 
use in telling you it’s unguarded, and that my house is far safer.” 

“T’ve never had my boobs grabbed in my own house,” I argued, 
but then I shook my head and pinched the bridge of my nose. “I’m 
sorry. You didn’t deserve that. It’s been a long day. I’ll go home and 
meet you all here in the morning.” 

Ezra shook his head. “Now it’s my turn to put my foot down. 
Mason and Von are your Reapers now. They sleep where you sleep. 
They go where you go. I’ll be sending Danny tonight so he can train 
them and make sure they know what they’re doing. He can even 
put charms up around your home to ward off attacks.” 

“The charms part sounds cool.” I scratched at the backs of my 
hands, wishing the sting would relieve more of the pressure I felt 
building inside me like a dense gas. “But I live alone, and I like it 
that way.” 

“T’m sorry, but that’s not an option anymore.” Ezra was resolute. 

My hackles rose on instinct, but I knew fighting him when I was 
so tired wouldn’t be productive. “They can crash at my place 
tonight because I’m too beat to argue with you, but we’re not done 
discussing this.” 

“I look forward to the debate, dear.” Ezra motioned to Von. 
“Pack a bag, son. Mason, you can borrow whatever you need to 
make yourself comfortable for now. It’s time to take October home. 
Tell Danny he’s to make sure her house is secure tonight.” 


“Yes, sir.” Von cast me a sympathetic smile and trotted away 
with his hands shoved in his pockets, cigar in his teeth. 

I swallowed a lump in my throat as I stared down the barrel of 
unexpected houseguests with no end in sight. 


Twenty-Six. 
Danny’s Tutorial 


Avex: Kabayo washed my car and Danny replaced 


the tire I learned Mason had slashed to keep me there, I 
tiptoed around the two-inch thick pile of various insects 
that had croaked on the porch. It wasn’t well lit out, so 
it was hard to find a spot to step on that was not a 
flipped-up mixture of slick and crunchy. I didn’t want to 
admit that the hordes of lifeless exoskeletons creeped me 
out. 

“Tl drive with her,” Danny ruled. “Von can follow us in my car, 
so I have a way to get home in the morning.” 

“Tm fine,” I said, hopefully not too antagonistically. “Duke out 
shotgun with your brother. I don’t need a chaperone to drive my 
own car to my own house.” 

“Then think of me as the one person who’ll answer any question 
you have.” Danny opened the passenger door to my car for me. 

I consented to getting into the passenger’s seat of my own car 
because I didn’t want to have to touch the door handle on the other 
side. Kabayo had done the bare minimum job of washing Terence 
the Taurus, and I didn’t trust the cleanliness. 

Danny slid into the driver’s seat, cleaning his hands with a wet 
wipe from the glovebox I had ready for him. He adjusted the seat, 
the mirrors and the steering wheel height before he started up the 
car. I cringed at how much detailing would need to be done now. 


The bug germs were everywhere - on my steering wheel, on my 
heater controls, the seatbelt, and the inside of the door. My skin 
crawled with phantom insects. I was surprised I hadn’t had a full-on 
panic attack yet. So you know, yay me. I guess this pulling thing 
they did wasn’t all talk. If it could help me be more normal, that 
might not be such a bad thing. 

Danny drove onto the freeway with Von and Mason in the car 
behind us on the empty road. When I didn’t speak first, he finally 
decided to break the silence that had been weighted with too many 
things that needed saying. “I wasn’t trying to kiss you really. I was 
trying to get the soul out of you before it atrophied. I know what 
that looks like, and it’s not pretty.” 

I introduced forced vulnerability into my voice. “But... But, I 
thought you loved me!” 

Danny’s eyes grew wide before he glanced over at me and saw 
me smirking. “Hilarious.” 

‘Tm going to take that as a compliment. Under normal 
circumstances, I am pretty funny.” 

“Well, it wasn’t a compliment. It was sarcasm. Pretty annoying, 
not pretty funny. Distinction.” 

“You think I’m pretty, too? Well, you’re just the sweetest little 
cupcake.” 

He loosened his collar, and I knew I’d succeeded in making him 
uncomfortable. “Maybe driving you was a bad idea.” 

“Admitting you’re a dummy is the first step to recovery.” Yes, 
that was a little harsh, but I still hadn’t totally made my peace with 
him smacking me across the face, so attitude flare-ups were 
inevitable. 

“Does your mouth come with an off switch?” 

“You must’ve turned it off when you kissed me. Does that 
happen often? You turning women off with a single kiss?” 

I was waiting for the steam to come roiling out of Danny’s ears. 
“Maybe this should be more of a silent road trip.” 

“Works for me.” I looked out the window, taking in the few trees 
we passed as Danny drove nine miles over the speed limit. “I don’t 
know what I’m supposed to tell Ollie when we get to my house. 
He’s staying with me for a few days. How do I explain the 
company?” 

Danny shrugged, making it clear he couldn’t care less about my 
personal life. “Von and Mason are your Reapers, so they’ll be with 


you around the clock from here on out. You three will have to come 
up with a story that works for all of you.” He scratched a spot on 
his elbow and shifted in the seat. “This car’s nice. Is it new?” 

“Tt’s almost a year old.” 

“Looks fresh off the lot. Barely a speck of dust in it.” 

“T detail it once a month.” 

Danny shot me an appreciative look. “Nice.” 

I absentmindedly scratched at the skin on the backs of my 
hands, letting it all sink in. My car smelled faintly of the familiar 
lavender I wore, and I drew the scent into my lungs in an attempt 
to calm myself. “Alright. You and Mason can sleep on the pull-out 
couch tonight. Von can bunk up with Ollie if he can talk Ollie into 
sharing. Otherwise he can take a sleeping bag on the floor in the 
living room.” 

“That won’t work.” 

“Then Von and Mason can sleep on the floor. I’ve got plenty of 
sleeping bags.” I frowned at Danny. “You know, you can’t complain 
about what I’ve got to offer when you just spring this whole 
nonsense on me. Be grateful I’m going along with this at all.” 

“T mean that at least one of us will stay in your room. It won’t 
do to reinforce protection around your house only to have someone 
snatch you in the middle of the night out from under our noses.” 

“What? Jeez! What kind of a world do you live in?” 

“The kind where the Terraway royals can show up at any 
moment and take you to their world if they think you’re stepping a 
toe out of line.” 

“T don’t like this.” My nails raked over the backs of my hands as 
the anxiety started to grate on my nerves. I’d needed to wash my 
hands for so long. I fought with my creeping anxiety so my 
breathing didn’t grow too shallow. 

“Stop doing that,” Danny scolded me, glancing toward my 
hands. “Von or Mason can help you with that when we get to your 
house. Plus, if you draw blood, it’ll just make things harder on Von, 
and he’s more the take-what’s-not-his type of idiot.” 

“T don’t need help. I need to move. I mean, you all clearly can’t 
keep Mariang safe. I don’t think bringing more of you into my life is 
going to help much.” 

Though I barely knew the guy, I could tell this cut him deep. 
“Mariang’s been abducted twice. One time I wasn’t there for. The 
other I was outnumbered ten to one. The time I wasn’t there? I was 


in the shower. Two rooms away from her for ten minutes, and they 
snatched her right out from under my nose. So as much as you may 
not want Von or Mason in your space, trust me that it’s necessary.” 
He reached over and touched my hands, retracting at my flinch. 
“Sorry. Just stop scratching yourself like that. It’s weird.” 

“You don’t get to comment on my level of weird. I don’t want 
you touching me. I think I’ve earned the right to say that.” I 
switched to squeezing my fingers one by one so he didn’t feel the 
need to touch me again. My chin lowered, and I switched to a less 
antagonistic tone. “I don’t want to quit my day job.” 

Danny chewed on my complaint, taking in the flavor of my 
mood and digesting it before answering. “You have a new job now. 
You can’t go back to your old one. There’s just not enough hours in 
the day for you to do both. It’s tiring work. Being an Omen takes a 
lot out of you, so you’ll need time to rest and recharge from it.” 

I tugged on my fingertips, my voice quiet. “You don’t know how 
much I love my job, or how hard I work at it. What you’re asking 
me to do? It’s mean.” 

“ve been called worse. And it should show you how bad the 
situation is in Terraway if we’re asking you to give up something 
that important to you for this.” 

I scoffed lightly. “You don’t care about me or what’s important 
to me. None of you do. I’m a means to an end.” I looked out the 
window and sighed forlornly. “But thanks for pretending it’s 
something nicer than that. You don’t have to pretend for me. You 
slapped me across the face, choked me out and tied me up. I think 
we're past pretending.” I examined my fingernails. “Nice job on the 
whole choking me out thing. I can’t believe I actually lost that one.” 

“Truth? You almost won. I had to use pulling to get you to calm 
down. I won’t do that again, though. I’m not your Reaper. They’re 
the ones in charge of when to use pulling, and how much from now 
on.” He shot me a wary look. “So, we’re cool?” 

I raised an eyebrow at him. “Maybe still a day away from cool. 
I’m entertaining fewer homicidal thoughts concerning your demise, 
though, so that’s a bonus.” 

Danny’s frown tightened. “Alright. Good. Since we don’t have to 
talk about your feelings or whatever, we can move on to the 
logistics.” He gripped the steering wheel like he wished he could 
strangle it. “Whatever annoyance you, Mason and Von are thinking 
of being to each other, I’d cut it out now. You’re stuck together, so 


make the best of it.” 

“T can work on that.” 

“Mason’s great. You'll be safe with him. Von’s an okay guard, I 
guess. Not a great guy, but whatever. He used to be the best big 
brother in the world - fun on a normal day, terrifyingly vicious 
when anyone crossed our family. Now he’s utterly useless.” He 
glared at the road ahead as if it had insulted his mama. “I can feel 
when Mariang’s upset or happy or tired. It took a while to build up 
that connection, but it’s dead useful. It’s nature’s way of helping me 
do my job better. When she was taken while I was in the shower, I 
felt the tug in my chest and acted as quick as I could. I failed, but 
point is that I felt it. Von and Mason will start to feel you after a 
while, too.” 

I closed my eyes, gulping down my fear at having someone 
know my inner workings that well. They’d both already made 
mention of being able to sense my anxiety, and I’d felt their dips on 
occasion, as well. I kept my voice quiet when I finally opened my 
mouth. “I don’t want that.” 

Danny was silent for a few beats, respecting the blast of the 
worst thing he could’ve said to me. I didn’t want anyone knowing 
how hard simple things were for me. I didn’t want anyone knowing 
me. Even Gabby just thought I was mildly quirky. My best girlfriend 
knew little of my childhood or the medication I was on to cope with 
my sometimes crippling OCD. 

“Did you want me to pull over so you can talk to Von and 
Mason? They can help you so you don’t freak out.” 

I shot Danny a look that told him how ludicrous that idea was. 
“Um, no thanks. They can’t help. They’re total strangers to me.” 

“That’s where you’re wrong.” Danny’s shoulders relaxed a little 
as he merged onto the highway I instructed him to take. “They’re 
your Reapers, so they’ll be great at taking away small amounts of 
fear, anxiety, anger — stuff like that. Then you don’t have to deal 
with so much. They don’t just take harvested souls and check out. 
They get you back to zero every night so you can start fresh in the 
morning.” 

“No, thanks. I can handle myself just fine. Am I freaking out? 
No.” Yes. “Just stay away from my personal life.” The new idea that 
my anxiety would be palpable to someone else was foreign to me. I 
wasn’t sure what to do with that, other than the gleaming option of 
total denial. 


Danny lectured me like an older sibling I didn’t ask for. “Being 
an Omen takes its toll. You’ll need your Reapers.” He pointed to the 
fingers I was still tugging on. “You need them now already.” 

I tucked my hands under my thighs, and they burned with the 
desire to be scratched and washed. “No offense to your awesome 
system, but I don’t need strange men to help me deal. I’m fine. 
See?” I cast up as breezy a smile as I could at him. “Easy-peasy.” 

Danny shook his head, frustrated with my level of resistance on 
letting all things unicorn, leprechaun and Omen invade my personal 
space. “It’s intense, the bond between an Omen and her Reaper. Be 
careful you don’t fall too hard. I mean, there’s two of them. I don’t 
know how that'll work.” 

“What are you talking about? How what’ll work?” 

“TJ didn’t give Mariang the time of day before I became her 
Reaper, and I said ‘I love yow’ inside the first month after she was 
awakened. I’m telling you, it’s intense. Boot camp for relationships. 
Youre together all the time, and there’s something about the whole 
taking your tension away that’s more bonding than anything else. 
I’m just saying, be careful. Von’s not good for you. Or anyone, 
really.” 

“Um, not to worry. I don’t plan on hooking up with a vampire, 
or a Viking who’s almost a decade older than me.” I looked out the 
window, trying to picture myself next to Mason. 

“Before we left, I went up to tell Mariang I was leaving for the 
night. I felt her getting anxious that I would be gone. Her second 
abduction was just a few months ago, so she’s still a little shaken 


up.” 
“Understandable.” 

“So I held her, and took a little of her fear so she could get some 
sleep tonight. You, Mason and Von will have to learn how to do 
that.” 

I gaped at Danny. “I don’t need them to sing me to sleep or 
whatever. Honestly, that’s so embarrassing. I mean, good for the 
two of you and all, but I don’t need that. And what do you do with 
all that negative emotion? Just suck it up? Because if that’s all you 
do, I can manage that without any help. I’m like, the queen of 
sucking it up.” 

Danny sighed, and I could tell he was trying to find the right 
words to explain second nature things to me. “Reapers are born 
with the ability to take in an Omen’s troubles and get rid of them. 


Sure, I get upset when I see the toll it all takes on Mariang, but this 
is different. I can take her upset and make it disappear without any 
bad effect on me.” 

“That’s so weird. You’re like, the ultimate shrink.” 

Danny offered me half a smile. It looked foreign on his surly 
face, and disappeared quickly when it realized it didn’t belong 
there. “I suppose that’s a good way to put it. The only thing it does 
to me is make me dreadfully hungry.” 

“Do you... do you get specifics? Like, can you read her mind? Or 
is it just a jumbled mess of bad emotions you get rid of?” 

Danny scratched his chin as he considered this. “Hard to say. I 
mean, I know her like the back of my hand because we’ve been 
together for years, so a lot of what she’s dealing with I know the 
specifics of because I’m right next to her through it all. But other 
than that, no. No specifics unless I really look at the mess she hands 
me. And since it’s such a mess, I don’t really want to look too 
closely.” 

“But you could tell the specifics if you wanted to?” 

“T guess. Maybe. But it’s a lot like looking into the sun. Why 
bother with the pain, yeah? I just do my job and let it go. Years of 
training so I don’t have to look at it all too closely.” 

“But Von doesn’t have years of training. Neither does Mason.” 

“They'll be fine. They’ll learn. Von went to the Academy for a 
few years where they teach Duwende things of that sort. He was 
kicked out in his last year, so he’s fairly well educated. And Mason 
actually graduated, though that was years ago.” 

I decided right then and there that I would never need Von or 
Mason for that service. Suck the flailing soul out of me and keep me 
from getting abducted, sure, but that’s where it ends. 

“No other questions? You went all quiet on me.” 

“How old are you? Von said he’s the oldest brother, but you 
seem much older.” 

“T get that a lot. I’m twenty-eight. I’m eleven months younger 
than Von, so it’s quite the draw. Plus, I’ve had years of actually 
holding a job. We all thought he was Superman when we were 
young. He did everything to keep our family afloat after Dad left.” 

“Oh, I’m sorry.” 

“Yes, well, after he was kicked out of the Academy, something 
changed. Couldn’t get a job. Couldn’t keep a job, so he turned to 
less respectable means.” I could tell he was hinting at something, 


though I couldn’t guess what. “Then he was bitten by an Aswang- 
turned-vampire, which only made things worse. Vampires don’t 
have a long life expectancy, so Von gave up trying to make 
something of himself and started debasing himself to revel in what 
little time he has left.” Danny swallowed hard. “Finally Ezra took 
pity on him and brought him on as a guard. Von’s charming, but 
useless these days. Though I guess not a terrible guard.” 

I let out a low whistle. “Wow. You must really hate your 
brother. I can’t imagine talking about Ollie like that. What’d he 
do?” 

“You'll learn soon enough. Try counting on him. That’s the 
quickest way to figure out what he’s made of.” 


Twenty-Seven. 
The Monsters I Let 
in the Front Door 


D... and I drove the rest of the way in silence, 


with me directing him every now and then until we 
pulled into the simple three-bedroom ranch on the dead 
end of Lenoy Avenue that Allie, Ollie and I had bought 
together a few years ago. 

The brown brick home with emerald shutters and matching door 
had brought me such a sense of contentment walking into it before 
tonight. But upon sitting in my car and staring at my haven, I 
dreaded letting the Reapers into my world. 

Von parked on the street since there was no room with Ollie’s 
rental car sitting in the garage and Terence the Taurus parked in 
the driveway. I tugged at my fingers as I gathered my thoughts 
when Von joined us by sliding into the backseat with his duffel. 

“Did you two chum up and decide what to get me for a 
Christmas present? It’s still a few months away, but good to know 
you’re planning ahead. I like roller coasters. Nothing says ‘I love 
you, Von’ quite like a roller coaster. Shouldn’t be too troublesome 
to wrap.” 

Danny didn’t laugh, and I was too nervous to play along in the 
levity Von tried to introduce. “Where’s Mason?” I asked, and then 
jumped when the very same wolf I’'d almost hit when the bugs 
invaded my car a week ago leapt into the backseat next to Von. 


“What the crap?” I got out of the car and clicked my fingers. The 
thick gray coat called out to be stroked, and I wondered how the 
wolf had found my home. “Come on, baby. Out you go.” 

Von sniggered. “I keep forgetting you know nothing about our 
world. Mason’s a Matruculan. It means he can shapeshift. He 
thought it might be easier if you only had to explain bringing an 
animal home instead of taking a thirty-one-year-old bloke into your 
bed.” He jerked his thumb to Mason. “He said you’ve already met 
him in his wolf form.” 

I bristled and got back into the car so we could talk more, 
feeling like a dummy that I hadn’t put that together. I mean, 
Fantasy Fiction 101 would demand I know that every wolf in the 
world is clearly a werewolf or shapeshifter of some sort. I felt 
woefully behind on my magical education. “I don’t know what to 
say to that. I mean, it’s crazy cool you’re a shapeshifter, Mason.” I 
turned to face him and get a good look at my new dog under the 
car’s cabin light. I reached out and scratched behind his ears, 
smiling when he burrowed the top of his head into my palm. 
“Thanks for being a dog. That does make it a little easier.” 

Mason sneezed in my direction, as if in answer. 

Danny spoke for him. “Mason’s a wolf, not a dog. Can you 
seriously not tell the difference? He’s a giant gray wolf.” 

I frowned at Danny. “No, he’s not. If you want me to tell Ollie 
I’m bringing a pet home, how well do you think a wolf’s going to go 
over? You'd be safer as a Viking.” I turned to Mason, taking in his 
slate eyes that almost seemed to glow. “You're a dog, chief.” 

Mason sat his hindquarters on the backseat and sighed his 
compliance. 

“So, my brother’s inside. He came into town just for a few days 
because Bev wanted us to meet her new guy. You have to figure out 
how to explain that you’re here and staying the night.” 

Von shrugged. “Easy. We hooked up at Ezra’s when you came 
back to get your car fixed, and you fell head over heels for me. And 
oh, have you met my dog? He’s a rare breed from England.” 

“Charming as you are, Ollie would never buy that. I don’t fall 
head over heels.” 

“Fine, then we’re just hooking up for the night.” 

I sighed, rubbing the stress from my forehead. “I’m a virgin, 
Von. I don’t invite strange men to stay the night at my house. The 
point is to avoid looking suspicious, not draw attention to the freak 


show.” 

Danny unbuckled his seatbelt when Ollie came stomping out of 
the front door. My brother flung open my car door with bare feet, 
wild eyes, a disheveled white undershirt and black sweatpants he 
wore as pajamas. “Where have you been? I’ve been calling you for 
hours! I almost called the cops to report you missing. Don’t do that 
to me!” 

I sucked in a deep breath before I extracted myself from the car 
and was pulled into Ollie’s arms. “I’m fine, Ollie. My car was having 
problems, so Danny and Von fixed it for me. Then they followed me 
home to make sure I got here safe. Took a little longer than 
expected.” 

When I squirmed to get out of Ollie’s arms, he held me tighter. 
That was one of the good things about Ollie. He knew when not to 
listen to me. “I don’t care if you want to be hugged or not. I was 
worried! Call if you’re going to be this late. Ezra said it was just a 
flat tire. It’s nearly ten o’clock! How could it have possibly taken 
this long? You got the flat yesterday night.” 

“Two flat tires, one spare. They went out and got me a new tire, 
though.” I tapped the one Danny had taken off of his car with the 
heel of my shoe. 

I wanted to get away from the restrictive hug that threatened 
too many emotions to burst out of me, but I relented, holding my 
breath until the flood of feeling passed. I hadn’t meant to worry my 
brother. It had been so long since anyone in the state lines had 
worried about me. I indulged him in the hug I knew he needed so 
he could feel better about his hours of fretting. He stiffened when 
Mason trotted out of the backseat. “Um, what’s that? Is that a 
wolf?” 

“No,” Danny, Von and I all answered together, which wasn’t 
suspicious sounding at all, I’m sure. 

I rolled back my shoulders, feigning ease. “It’s my new dog. Just 
got him today. Thought I’d surprise you. He’s already housebroken, 
too,” I warned Mason by way of a loaded hint. 

“Whoa, seriously? That’s a huge decision. I had no idea you 
were even thinking about getting a dog.” Ollie reached down and 
patted the top of Mason’s head. “Aw, that’s a good boy. Man, I miss 
Sandy.” He looked up at Von. “Our neighbor’s dog growing up was 
amazing. What’s this one’s name?” 

“Mason,” I answered, and then closed my eyes and smacked 


myself in the forehead. I should’ve given him a name like Fido or 
something that was clearly not a person. Ollie merely smiled, not 
noticing the weirdness, thank goodness. 

Danny got out of the car, bags slung over his shoulder. He stood 
tall and addressed Ollie with a firm handshake, man to man. “It was 
my fault. I had a dreadful time getting the new tire on. I’ll take her 
car in tomorrow morning to make sure it’s done right, first thing.” 

Ollie examined all four of my tires. “October knows how to 
change her own tires.” 

I scrambled for a plausible excuse. “The rims bent a little, 
though. It took a while to get everything set.” 

“Well, they look fine now. I can take it in tomorrow to make 
sure everything’s okay. You all can go on home. Thanks for getting 
her here safely. Really do appreciate it.” 

Danny looked at me, unwilling to sew any more stitches into the 
web of lies. I butted my head to Ollie’s shoulder. “It’s fine. They can 
stay. It’s too late to drive back anyway. I don’t want them falling 
asleep on the road. Come on in, guys.” 

I could tell Ollie wanted to argue further against me inviting 
strange men to stay over, but since it was my house now, he could 
only protest so much without crossing the line into being 
overbearing. 

“T almost called Bev,” Ollie told me quietly. 

I quirked my eyebrow at him. “I can’t imagine what you hoped 
to accomplish by doing that.” 

“You scared me, kid.” 

“T’m fine, as I always am.” 

When I first walked inside, there were already signs that 
someone else was living there who was not me. The beige carpet 
had man-sized foot indentations from Ollie’s circling as he waited 
for me. There was a bowl and a spoon in the sink just sitting there. 

I mean, just sitting there. Unwashed. Growing bacteria. 

The two maroon silk throw pillows on the tan couch were lying 
around haphazardly, as if they didn’t know where their proper 
place was (on the left side, propped up and fluffed evenly, 
obviously). The remotes were strewn about on the coffee table, 
which had fingerprints on the glass and a watermark from a cup 
Ollie had no doubt forgotten to put on a coaster. 

When the others came in through the front door, I tried not to 
screech, “Take off your shoes!” to the two newbies, but failed 


miserably, making them both flinch. 

Von laughed, and then looked at me incredulously, his eyebrow 
raised. “Oh, you’re serious? Okay. Calm down, Grandmother.” 

Ollie poured me a glass of water. “You look shaken up. What’s 
going on?” 

I took a grateful sip, letting the water cleanse my tired insides. 
“Car troubles always sit badly with me. I bought the car new so I 
wouldn’t have to deal with repairs this early on. Just a bummer, is 
all.” 

“You could’ve called me. I would’ve come in a second.” He 
lowered his voice. “But I’m proud of you for sleeping in a place that 
wasn’t yours. That’s some real progress.” 

I lowered my chin, hoping the guys hadn’t overheard that little 
tidbit. Yes, I like my own bed. My room is perfect, just the way I 
want it. Other beds? I couldn’t even fathom the germs that might be 
crawling on sheets I hadn’t washed myself. 

I noticed the taupe curtains on either side of the picture window 
on the front of the house were not hanging as they had been when 
I’d vacuumed them three days ago. “You don’t have to worry about 
me, Ollie. I was lucky to be at Ezra’s when it happened, so no big 
deal. I’m just overly tired.” I finished my water and set to washing 
my glass and the few dishes in the sink. “Guys, you can hit the 
shower if you need. I’ll take the last shower, and then I’m going to 
bed.” 

Danny slapped his brother on the back. “You first, Von. That 
was a long drive. Need to stretch my legs.” He shot Von a knowing 
look, and I guessed he was doing a check of my property to make 
sure no evil trolls, leprechauns, or gremlins were lurking about. 

Von hoisted his duffel over his shoulder and strode into the 
bathroom. Von didn’t walk; he strutted like the cocky son-of-a- 
biscuit he was, casting me a flirty smirk on his way to the bathroom 
Ollie pointed him to. 

Ollie stood next to me, his butt leaning against the counter as he 
watched me wash the dishes while my new dog stood sentry at my 
feet. “They packed overnight bags? Why? Were they expecting to 
stay here?” 

I shrugged, fishing for a nugget of truth so I didn’t have to lie 
too badly. “Ezra’s weird. He’s taking this new stepdad thing to the 
extreme. Didn’t think it was right to send me home by myself after 
the car stuff. Sweet, but he thinks I’m twelve.” 


“Well, you look about twelve.” Ollie chewed on his lip. “Huh. I 
guess I can’t fault the guy for being too nice, even if it is a little 
overbearing. What do you make of him?” 

“You nailed it right. Overbearing. Too nice. Wants us to like him 
so Bev stays around.” 

He lowered his voice conspiratorially, his eyebrow raised as he 
hopped up to sit on the counter next to the sink so we could speak 
face-to-face. “Can we talk about that for a minute? He seemed so 
nervous around us, like Bev’s this great prize. Do you think he’s 
seen her place?” 

I suppressed a shudder at the thought of the hoard. I couldn’t 
picture Ezra in all of his perfectly pressed country club-ness slow 
dancing in the mountains of filth with her. “No. I know he hasn't. 
And she’s your mama. Be respectful.” 

Ollie ignored my scolding, as he always did in matters 
concerning Bev. “I almost feel like we should warn him. On the 
other hand, having someone take her off your hands might be good 
for you.” 

I don’t know why his simple words hit me so hard, but suddenly 
I was overcome with a blanket of depression that weighed me 
down. My shoulders slumped and my chin lowered. Bev used to be 
my biggest struggle, but now I’d be dealing with death every day. I 
rinsed the last dish, washed my hands three times and dried them 
off on the soft taupe terrycloth towel that hung over the oven’s 
handle. I couldn’t say everything I wanted to, for fear of all the 
crazy spewing out onto my brother like uncontrollable vomit. “I 
missed you, Ollie.” 

“Oh, kid. You have no idea.” He hopped off the counter and 
opened his arms in an invitation to hide out from whatever storms 
were chasing after me. 

Before I could stop myself, I threw my body into Ollie’s arms, 
squeezing him tight for a few beats before letting go and retreating 
to my bedroom before he could say a word. 

When he knocked on the door to my bedroom, I collected 
myself. “October, you alright?” 

“Tm fine. Just a long night. I guess we’ll have to schedule the 
Nightmare on Elm Street marathon for another night. I’m beat.” 

“You’re just saying that because you want yet another Evil Dead 
marathon instead.” 

I shrugged. “Bruce Campbell’s just plain better than any other 


horror movie star out there. Face the facts.” 

Ollie smiled with his hands in his pockets as he leaned on the 
doorjamb. I could tell that he was tired. “Sleep tight, kid. I'll be in 
my room if you need anything. Call me if the monsters come and 
get’cha.” 

If only. 

I nodded, wishing Ollie could save me from the monsters I’d let 
in the front door. 


Twenty-Eight. 
Sharing my Haven 


B.. was supposed to be a calming color. That’s 


what I’d read, anyway. My bedroom had two dusky blue 
walls and two _ eggshell-colored walls. My _ white 
comforter with blue stitching matched my sheets and 
pillowcases perfectly. My queen-sized bed hadn’t been 
disturbed, nor had the white carpet or the closet, which 
was still shut tight. My blue and taupe curtains were 
hanging as they should, and my lamp hadn’t been 
bothered. The few items on my nightstand were each in 
their proper right angle like beautiful little soldiers that 
never spun out of control. 

In my perfect bedroom, everything was as it should be, and that 
simple fact lowered my blood pressure a noticeable amount. Ollie’s 
mantra of life is messy, and that’s okay only worked because I had 
this unmessed utopia to come home to. 

When I heard Von emerge from the bathroom five minutes later, 
I grabbed my purple pajama pants, matching shirt and green 
hoodie, a new towel, and everything I needed to scrub this horrible 
weekend from my skin so I could start fresh in the morning. Though 
I’d showered at Ezra’s, I felt like I needed a second scrub-down. 

Mason had been waiting right outside the bedroom, giving me a 
narrow-eyed glower that I’d shut him out. I shrugged an apology to 


him. “You can’t go into the bedroom until you wipe your paws off. 
I’m serious. My bedroom is my sanctuary.” 

Mason obeyed, moving to the mat at the front door before going 
into the bedroom I prayed he wouldn’t shed all over. 

I passed Von in the hallway, whose shirtless form drew my eyes, 
despite my wariness of all things in his bizarre universe. Upon 
shutting myself in the taupe and pea green bathroom, my anxiety 
began to climb once again. Von had thrown his used towel on the 
floor, there were a few black hairs in the sink, too many water 
drops on the counter to number, and a toothpaste gob still in the 
sink he hadn’t bothered to wash all the way down. I set to work 
cleaning my bathroom before I cleaned myself. I didn’t always have 
to do it this way, but then I didn’t usually have three strangers 
crashing at my place while my brother was in town. 

My hands and wrists stung when I finally stepped into the 
shower and began washing them. Now that Danny wasn’t there to 
watch my every move, I scratched the back of my hands to my 
heart’s content, relishing the small release it gave me. Every inch of 
my body needed to be scrubbed thoroughly, and by the time I’d 
washed myself the usual three times, I’d run out of hot water and 
was shivering under the spray. 

The backs of my hands were bloody, but I didn’t care. I rinsed 
them in the sink when I got out of the shower, and then pulled out 
my first aid kit and dabbed at the wounds. I wrapped my wrists 
again, knowing I looked like a suicide survivor. I was glad I'd 
chosen long sleeves to sleep in that night. 

When I emerged from the bathroom, I heard shouts of male 
camaraderie coming from the living room down the hall. Von and 
Ollie were in the middle of a game of poker, and Ollie was winning 
like a brat. “Oh, these chips look good stacked next to my 
untouched ones over here.” 

Von grinned, leaning back on the couch and messing up my 
pillows. “Keep laughing, college boy. I’ll trounce you on the next 
hand.” 

I hid my hands in the pockets of my purple flannel pajama 
pants. I saw Danny surreptitiously checking the locks on the 
windows and understood that Von was the distraction, while Danny 
tightened up any loose ends to secure my house. I grimaced when I 
realized I’d taken too long a shower. “Sorry, Danny. I used up the 
last of the hot water. Totally thoughtless of me. You might want to 


wait a little bit before washing up.” 

“T don’t mind.” He picked up his duffel and walked toward the 
bathroom, stopping at my side on the way to whisper to me. “After 
Ollie turns in, P’ll take the couch, and Von will sneak into your 
room. Mason’s already there. Lock the door, and I'll see you all in 
the morning.” 

“There’s no way out of this?” I asked forlornly. It was my last 
desperate attempt to get him to tell me this was all some horrible 
practical joke. 

Danny paused, but didn’t soften. I’m not sure he was capable. 
“Not even a little. If there was, I would’ve gotten Mariang out long 
ago. 
I nodded, not looking forward to sharing my unmessed haven 
with the strangers. I moved to the linen closet, pulling out several 
blankets and a spare pillow for the guys. There was a slight draft in 
the living room, so I left the warmest blanket on the arm of the 
couch with a pillow for Danny. I kissed Ollie on the top of his hair 
before turning in with a blanket to be laid on the floor for Von and 
Mason to share. “Night, Ollie. ’m glad you’re back.” 

“Me too. I’ve got a few things to take care of in the morning. 
People to see tomorrow during the day. Can we have a movie night 
tomorrow? You working late?” 

“Tll be home tomorrow night. See you and Bruce Campbell 
then.” 

“Looking forward to it, kiddo.” Ollie sat straighter and pulled 
out an envelope from his pocket. “Oh, I brought in the mail for you 
today. Judge sends his love. Must’ve hand delivered it, since there 
wasn’t a stamp on it.” 

My spine straightened with new purpose. “Give me that 
nonsense.” I snatched the letter from his hand and ripped it open. 
My eyebrows furrowed as I quickly read the contents, my frown 
pronouncing itself as I skimmed the end. “I swear, I’ve never had 
anyone make such a fuss over something so small.” 

“Tt’s not small. You saved T’s life. Judge and Darius McCray 
can’t look after their brother while he’s in prison. You being there 
gives them peace of mind.” 

“That’s not why I did it. And it’s been months. It shouldn’t be 
this big a deal.” I held up the letter as proof. “Now he wants to give 
me his boat for a weekend? What am I possibly going to do with a 
boat?” 


0 


Ollie shrugged. “You know this would all be over if you just 
accepted one of his gifts and forgave him. It’s been fifteen years, 
October. This beef you have with him is long moldy.” 

I scoffed. “Judge disrespected you, Ollie, and he abandoned me. 
I’ve got another fifteen years’ worth of anger stored up for what he 
did to us. The time for ridiculous gifts was back then. I don’t need a 
thing from him.” I drew my thumb across my throat to show where 
my loyalties lay. “Plus, all of his gifts are either stolen or come from 
drug money. It would look bad if I’m seen taking favors from his 
little empire.” 

“Maybe it was little when Judge started this years ago, but it’s 
not so little now. Take the weekend with the boat. I’ve gotten over 
it all. You should, too.” 

“Hello, you know I can’t even swim. Plus, then Judge wins. Then 
he thinks I’m for sale, that I can be bought off with toys, which is 
not the case.” 

Von watched our exchange curiously. “Who’s this now?” 

Ollie answered as I moved into the kitchen. I discreetly popped a 
small white pill in my mouth to cover over the one I'd missed, and 
got out a metal bowl. I placed the letter inside and put a lighter to 
it, watching the offer burn. Then I got out a pen and paper and 
wrote Judge my billionth “no, thank you” note. 

Dear Judge, 

Thank you for the offer to take your boat out. As I’ve told you 
before, the restrictions of my job are clear that I can’t accept gifts from 
family members of inmates. Please stop sending me stuff. Nice of you, 
but I only did my job. I’m not supposed to let inmates get hurt on my 
watch. I would’ve intervened even if it hadn’t been Terence. You had 
your chance to help Ollie, Allie and me years ago, and you turned your 
back on us. I don’t want your gifts now. I’d rather drown than take a 
ride on your stupid boat. 

Also, tell Darius that his older brother is too stubborn for his own 
good, and he should stay away from you. Enclosed you'll find the ashes 
of your offer. You can sprinkle them with the others I’ve sent back. 
Make yourself a little collection. 

-October 

I waited for the ashes to cool, and then swept them into a Ziploc 
bag, which was sealed and then folded into the envelope. 

Von was chuckling when I came out to place the stamped 
envelope in our mailbox. “That’s brilliant. He really offered to buy 


you a car?” 

I glowered at Ollie for telling Von that little tidbit. “I was 
already buying a car for myself when he offered. I don’t need a drug 
lord with a selective conscience to do me any favors.” 

I bid the boys goodnight and then disappeared into my 
bedroom. I straightened out one of the spare blankets on a spot on 
the white carpet near my dresser, but really the guys had their pick 
of the floor. I had zero clutter and nothing taking up space other 
than my bed, a cherry wood nightstand and matching dresser. 

And a giant gray wolf. I jumped when he came out from the 
other side of the bed, startling me. Mason stared up at me from the 
center of the room expectantly. I shoved my hands into my flannel 
pockets, feeling totally unbalanced with a wolf in my room who 
was actually a man. I kept my eyes on my feet as I struggled to 
figure out how to make this awful day seem kosher. “Um, do you 
need anything before I turn in?” I whispered. 

Mason could sense my discomfort and took pity on me. He 
moved to my side and nudged my leg towards the bed. 

I smiled. “Okay, okay. Let me know if you need another blanket 
for the floor. Sometimes it gets drafty.” I laid down in the center of 
the bed, but then hissed when he hopped up next to me. “Get down! 
Down, boy.” I clicked my fingers as if he were a real dog before I 
remembered myself. “You can’t sleep in bed with me. You and Von 
can share the floor.” 

Mason lowered his snout and let out a low growl that started in 
his throat and filtered out through closed teeth. 

“Don’t you try that nonsense on me. This is my house. My bed. 
I’m the only one who gets to be intimidating in here. You get to be 
the obedient puppy everyone loves. That’s your only job.” 

Mason’s answer was to flop down on the mattress and rest his 
head on the pillow next to mine. Then he closed his eyes, feigning 
sleep. 

“You are such a lousy faker. I know you’re awake, and I know 
you can hear me.” I leaned closer to glare at him, but he surprised 
me by licking my cheek. I squealed and giggled despite myself, 
wiping off the slobber on the comforter I knew I’d have to wash in 
the morning. “Oh, fine. You can stay just this once.” I reached over 
and stroked his fur, then recalled that beneath the wolf was an 
actual person. “I’m sorry. Am I allowed to do that?” 

Mason responded by leaning into the touch, inching his nose 


closer to mine. I buried my fingers in his soft, luxurious gray fur 
and watched his tension dissipate as his eyes closed again. 

Since there weren’t any other humans in the room to hear my 
confession, I whispered into the dark, “I killed someone. That Tanga 
woman? I’ve never killed anyone before, but I murdered her. Like, 
actual murder.” 

Mason licked my chin in understanding. He’d killed her too, 
though something told me murdering wasn’t all that earthshattering 
for him, Viking as he was. 

“I don’t know what to do with that. It feels... I killed someone,” I 
admitted again, ashamed at the person I now was. Maybe I could’ve 
gotten off on it being self-defense, since Tanga attacked me and 
tried to abduct me, but it wouldn’t change the fact that someone 
had died, and I’d been the guilty one with the shiv this time. 

Mason let out a sympathetic whine, resting his maw against my 
face to nuzzle me, to pet me in his own way to return the favor. I 
wasn’t sure what to make of human Mason, but wolf-Mason totally 
got me. 

“You’ve had a rough day too, huh.” My heart melted a little 
when Mason moved his body closer to mine in answer. “You didn’t 
mean to link up with me. Do you have family you’re leaving behind 
to do this whole reaping thing?” 

Mason shook his head and leaned into my touch as I scratched 
under his chin, craving the closeness of contact behind closed doors. 

“Ah. Well, whatever life you’re leaving behind to do this thing, 
I’m sorry you had to give it up. It’s not fair to you. I didn’t mean for 
any of it to happen.” 

Mason rolled onto his side and pushed his back into my 
stomach. I’d always wanted a puppy, but Ollie and Allie had said 
no. Then when I lived in the house by myself, I knew I wouldn’t be 
home enough to make it fair for the puppy. But I wanted one. Oh, 
how I wanted the eyes that always loved me and the tail that never 
stopped wagging when he saw me. For this one night, I got my 
wish. Despite the craziness of the last two days, a smile played 
across my lips at the gift I’'d been granted. I wrapped my arm 
around my new dog and scratched his tummy, spooning the puppy 
and burying my face in his fur. I didn’t care about the germs; I was 
content in the cuddle. 

“Could you do me a favor? Could you make sure Von doesn’t eat 
me in my sleep?” I tried to pass it off as a blasé joke, but Mason 


sensed my unease. He licked my cheek in answer. I pulled up my 
white comforter over us and snuggled into the warmth. “Goodnight, 
Mason. Sweet dreams.” 

It took longer than I would’ve liked, but eventually I fell asleep, 
knowing the morning would bring more questions and fewer things 
I wanted to be part of. 


Twenty-Nine. 
My New Body 
Pillow 


I hadn’t been this comfortable in ages. Usually I tossed 


and turned in my sleep, but despite the awful days 
previous, I awoke fully rested and feeling like I’d slept 
ten hours, though I knew from the hardly there dawn 
peeking under the drawn curtains, it had only been a 
handful. 

I stretched and yawned as my eyes closed again. I turned and 
cuddled up to my body pillow that was warmer than it usually was, 
and molded to my curves easier. It smelled like a dream and felt 
like a man. 

“Boy, do you sleep like the dead,” commented a voice much too 
close for comfort. 

My eyes flew open and I gasped. My body pillow had been 
thrown on the floor, and my right arm and leg were currently 
wrapped around Von while wolf-Mason laid on the bed at my back. 
“What are you doing?!” I whisper-shouted at him, retracting and 
sitting up. Embarrassment colored my cheeks and anger laced 
through my words when I saw Von was bare-chested and taking up 
half the bed like he owned it. 

“What?” 

“Why are you in my bed?” I motioned to the floor. “Didn’t you 
see the blanket I laid out for you?” 


Von scoffed and reached over me to pet Mason, who was 
stretching on my other side. “I thought that was a joke. I don’t sleep 
on the floor, love.” 

I shoved him lightly to get up. “Go sneak out and lay down in 
the living room before Ollie wakes up and finds you stayed in here 
last night! Go! Or turn into a bat or whatever vampires do at night.” 

“Half-vampire,” he corrected me. 

“Fine, whatever. Turn into half a bat, then. Just go!” 

Von chuckled at my chagrin, taking in my flustered demeanor as 
he stretched his muscular arms toward the headboard, looking like 
a smutty pin-up model for women to drool over. I refused to drool. 
“You make the most adorable noises when you sleep, you know.” 
He closed his eyes in imitation of me and gave off little “hmm” and 
“oh” noises. “And for the record, I slid into the bed on my own side. 
You’re the one who couldn’t stay off me. Not that I minded, and not 
that I blame you.” He motioned to his sculpted abs and lean, 
muscular form. 

I was flummoxed, my cheeks pink. My hands flew out, gesturing 
to the mattress that he was still sprawled out on like he owned the 
place. “For the record, this whole bed is my side. You don’t sleep in 
it with me. I live alone, and I don’t need you horning in on my 
space.” 

“Who’s Beto?” Von asked, his grin turning evil at my horror. 
“You were having some good dreams about Beto last night. I’m not 
offended. I mean, we barely know each other, but if you could work 
in an occasional, ‘Von, you’re so big and strong’, that would do 
wonders for my ego.” 

“And your ego seems to be suffering so much. Get out! I’m not 
explaining you to Ollie.” 

Von frowned, picking up a pillow and kneeling on the bed, his 
naked chest staring me in the face. “Let me ask you something. So 
what if Ollie thinks we’re hooking up? He’s your brother. Does he 
really want you to die alone?” 

I swallowed hard at the notion that I’d come to terms with when 
Ollie moved to New York. I had resigned myself to the fact that I 
probably would die alone, but it still hurt to think about and have 
thrown in my face first thing in the morning. “Of course not, but 
I’m not like that. I don’t take random guys home. He still thinks I’m 
dating his old best friend. I haven’t had the nerve to tell him we 
broke it off yet.” 


“Did Beto move on to greener pastures?” 

My face soured. “What makes you assume he dumped me? I 
ended things with Beto, but I was avoiding the lecture from Ollie 
until the last possible moment. He can get a little long-winded when 
he’s worked up.” 

Von stretched his arms over his head again, smirking when my 
eyes were drawn to his sculpted torso. “Ollie’s a bit overprotective, 
then?” 

“He’s fine. Look, I like you just fine. We’re cool. But I don’t want 
you in my business, and definitely not in my bed.” I tried to look 
away from his hard body, but my guilty eyes kept springing back to 
his abdomen like they were on a tether. “Would you put on a shirt 
already, Hasselhoff?!” 

Von stuck his finger in his mouth and pulled it out, as if testing 
the direction of the wind. “Yep. Too much sexual tension between 
us. Sure, I’ll put on a shirt. I wouldn’t want to get you all hot and 
bothered.” 

“Just go. Please, Von. This whole thing is weird enough without 
waking up to a stranger in my bed.” I jabbed my finger to the door. 

Von held up his hands in surrender, shoving a navy t-shirt over 
his head that matched his green flannels in a thrown-together sort 
of way. “Whatever you say, Peach.” He winked at me before he left. 

I went to get changed, but remembered Mason was a man, 
despite his gray fur. “Okay, you’ve got to go, too. I need to get 
dressed.” 

Mason nodded and moved toward the door, but stopped by my 
side to rub his torso against my leg. I softened, wishing he was a 
real dog as I knelt down and hugged him. His head looped over my 
shoulder, reminding me of the therapy dog I’d had to go to sessions 
with as a teenager. I had a hard time making physical contact with 
peers and adults, but I always had a hug and a treat for that dog. 
I’m not sure why my germ phobia or distant demeanor were null 
and void when it came to animals, but I took the contact where I 
could get it and squeezed Mason around the neck. “Thanks for 
staying with me last night. You were right. You shouldn’t have to 
sleep on the floor. And thanks for not letting Von eat me in my 
sleep.” 

Mason licked my cheek and leaned the top of his head into my 
hand for one more scratch before giving me my privacy. Mason’s 
simple touch made me feel instantly lighter, and I wondered if he’d 


done his pulling thing on me to take away my anxiety. 

I threw on jeans and a comfortable pink t-shirt with my black 
long-sleeved zip-up hoodie. I padded out to the kitchen in my socks. 
Danny was already rummaging through my fridge, pulling out 
things at random. 

My best sleep ever fended off the unhappiness I felt at having 
my stuff rearranged in the fridge. “Looking for something?” I asked 
Danny. 

He shut the fridge and leaned on the counter. “I’m starving, so I 
know Von and Mason are dying, too. Not to eat you out of house 
and home, but it’s a side effect of taking in your baggage. I only 
took in Mariang’s normal amount, but Von told me he and Mason 
were pulling rubbish from you all night while you slept.” He 
scratched his head. “Von’s better than I thought if he’s already 
pulling from you while he’s sleeping. Usually you have to have 
done it a few months before you can make it a subconscious thing.” 
He stiffened with a stern frown. “Don’t tell him I said that, yeah? 
It’ll make him even cockier if he knows I think he’s doing well, and 
he’s at the maximum level of insufferable as it is.” 

“What?” My nose crinkled. “He didn’t pull anything from me. I 
didn’t tell him to do that.” 

“You didn’t have to, and you shouldn’t stop him. He’s doing his 
job and finally being an adult. Better late than never. And I didn’t 
know Mason could do that in his animal form, but he did brilliantly. 
He’s out catching squirrels now. He’s starving.” 

I took out the carton of eggs, knowing I could add some leftover 
Thai food I’d cooked two days ago to make the spread go farther. 
“Ts that how it works with you and Mariang? Can you pull from her 
right now?” 

Danny shook his head, taking out the orange juice and drinking 
from the carton. I nearly puked, making a mental note to buy a 
fresh container. “No. We sleep in the same bed, so a lot of work’s 
done while we're resting. Easiest that way. You have to be touching 
for them to pull the bad stuff out of you.” 

Von came out of the bathroom and strutted toward us with the 
proudest smile on his face. “You two talking about what a brilliant 
Reaper I am? Because you should be. I know how hard it is to do 
what I did last night.” 

I held up my hands to the brothers. “Look, I don’t need to be 
handled. I don’t need for you to sneak into my bed and pull stuff 


out of me while I sleep. Everything crashed down this weekend, and 
I’m fine. See? Still in one piece.” 

Von turned to his brother as if I hadn’t spoken. “I’m ravenous. 
Like, could eat a whole cow and drink a whole person by myself. Is 
that normal?” 

“Yeah. Stick with the cow, though. You’ll feel more of it for the 
first month or so. She’s got a lot of buildup. Whatever craziness 
that’s stored up over time in her will take more than a night to pull 
out. Mason’s out there eating everything he can get his paws on.” 
Danny handed him the orange juice, and Von sipped out of the 
carton. The same carton Danny had just drank out of. 

“Use a glass! Gross!” I exclaimed, the ickiness crawling under 
my collar and making me itch. I scratched the back of my hand as I 
shoved past Von to grab a glass from the cupboard. 

“See what I mean?” Danny said to his brother. 

Von took the glass I handed him, set it down on the counter, and 
then stood taller while he started chugging the juice straight from 
the carton as if to challenge me, palming my face with his free 
hand. 

I finally succeeded in batting his arm away. “You two can go out 
for breakfast. ’m not making you any, and since you haven’t been 
housebroken, you can find your meals outside in the wild, where 
you belong.” 

“Huh. How come it didn’t work that time?” Von asked his 
brother. “I tried to pull the crazy out of her, but it didn’t work. I 
mean, look at that cute little scowl.” He thumbed my cheek, 
laughing when I swatted at his hand. 

So it was palpable now. I was crazy, and Von could see it, plain as 
day. I don’t know why this hit me as a new low. 

Danny took the orange juice and shoved it back in the fridge — 
on the wrong shelf with the label not facing the front. You know, 
like a barbarian. “She has to let you take it from her, or she has to 
be unconscious. Your best bet with this one is to wait till she’s 
asleep, or wait until you take a soul from her. Suck a little harder, 
and a little of her madness will go out with it.” 

“T’m not crazy,” I argued, knowing I sounded like a kid trying to 
hide muddy fingers behind her back while swearing she hadn’t been 
outside all day. “This is my house. I have every right to not want 
your mouth on my jug.” 

“Dirty! Come on, pigtails. Have a seat.” He pointed to the quaint 


dining area in the corner of the kitchen. “I’ll make us breakfast.” 

“She doesn’t have enough food for all of us.” Danny fished his 
keys out of his pocket. “I’ll pick up something for you, Von. 
Mariang’s on her way. Try not to kill each other, kids.” 


Thirty. 
My New Dog, and 
Bev’s Old Tricks 


I had a routine for cleaning my house. First I did my 


bedroom, since that hardly took any time at all. Then I 
did the living room and the two spare bedrooms, and I 
saved the kitchen for last before detailing my car. This 
morning everything took twice as long. My sheets had to 
be washed since Von and a wolf had slept in them. Von 
had thrown his dirty clothes in a pile on the floor in the 
corner of my room, so I vacuumed the whole house 
twice, just in case. 

Von and Danny ate more than I could’ve imagined. Danny alone 
consumed five egg and ham breakfast sandwiches from the nearest 
fast food joint, four glasses of orange juice, five large orders of fries, 
seven hash browns, three egg burritos and two fruit and yogurt 
cups. Von and Mason ate double what Danny did, sharing one egg 
sandwich grudgingly when Ollie awoke and grabbed a sandwich off 
the table before jumping in the shower to start his day. Ollie was a 
classic long showerer, which gave the others free rein to talk as 
loud as they wanted about any number of Omen-related topics. 

Mariang arrived a few seconds after Ollie disappeared into the 
shower. She looked at the spread on the kitchen table and gasped. 
“Oh, did you really take that much from me? Danny, I’m sorry. I 


didn’t realize I was that upset.” 

Danny motioned her over and laced his fingers through her frail 
ones. I noticed them both relax a degree as he pulled some anxiety 
from her. Though he was calming her by pulling, it looked as if the 
motion soothed him, as well. “No. Most of this is for Von and 
Mason.” He jerked his thumb toward me. “The new one’s got a lot 
of baggage to sift through.” 

I glowered at Danny. “Shut your donut hole about my baggage, 
dude. Not cool.” 

Mariang kissed Von’s temple, standing between the two brothers 
at the table while Mason contented himself eating from a plate on 
the floor at my feet. “You alright?” 

Von pounded the hand without food in it to his chest. “Are you 
kidding me? I’m the master! Did it all in my sleep.” 

Mariang was clearly impressed. “Wow! Good for you. You’re a 
natural. Not that ’m surprised. You’re good at everything you put 
your mind to.” 

Danny didn’t look up as he laced acidity into the morning just to 
remind us all that he was still on Team I-Hate-Von. “I guess 
prostitutes make the best Pullers.” 

My face twisted as I glared at Danny for throwing such a wicked 
curveball out of left field. “What are you talking about? No one in 
this room is a prostitute.” 

Danny motioned to his brother, whose smile subdued. “Our very 
own Von was. Ezra pulled him out of the gutter to work doing 
security at the mansion.” 

Von kept his chin level, refusing to be shamed. I knew that stiff 
upper lip and feigned serenity. I wore the same expression to keep 
my sanity when Bev was around. Von gave me an apologetic nod. 
“That’s me. Pay by the hour for a glimpse at what I’ve got. But you 
get me for free, love. I won’t open a tab for you.” 

Maybe I should’ve been offended by his crappy joke, but I knew 
Von was trying to breeze over the blight. I brushed a calm smile 
onto my face, just to show Danny that he didn’t have the power 
over our morning, and to show Von that he was still welcome in my 
home. “Man, you must be absolutely filthy rich, if that’s how you 
made money.” That brought about a scoff from Danny, and a short 
laugh from Von, who clapped at my compliment. “And Danny, stop 
being a tool. You're stirring things up that are best left private.” I 
cleared my throat and nodded when Von mouthed his thanks to me. 


“We were talking about Von doing his pulling thing in his sleep, 
and what a great job he did. See? He sucked most of the murderous 
rage out of me, so now I only want to pound on you a medium 
amount, Danny.” 

Mariang’s eyebrows were so high, they almost disappeared into 
her hair. “That’s very difficult to do. Danny didn’t learn how until 
weeks after I was awakened.” She visibly shrank at casting a 
disparaging remark on Danny’s stellar abilities. “Of course, he does 
it seamlessly now. Must be a Vandershot brother thing.” 

Von leaned his head to Mariang’s side in brotherly affection. 
“See? Someone still believes in me. Take note, Danny old boy.” 

“And you didn’t need to feed at all?” 

“No.” His nose scrunched. “Actually, I’m fine. Her scrapes are 
still pretty raw, but I didn’t bite her even a little.” 

I shuddered, but Mariang threw her arms around Von’s neck 
indulgently. “’m so proud of you! See? Ezra was right. You can 
hold onto your humanity, no problem. It just takes a little practice. 
I brought you some honey and a blood bag.” 

“Aw, you love me. Give me some sugar, sugar.” He leaned his 
cheek out, grinning when she gave him a sweet peck on his roguish 
dimple. 

“Of course I do. What’s not to love?” 

Mason laid his furry body atop my feet to warm them while he 
ate, and I felt a portion of my irritation drain out of me like a gentle 
drip from a leaky faucet. When he wolfed down everything on his 
plate (wolfed down! I’m funny), I snaked a breakfast sandwich from 
Von, unwrapped it and handed it under the table to Mason, 
scratching behind his ears and kissing the top of his head. “There 
you go, baby. Are you still hungry?” 

Mariang bit back a goofy smile while Von chuckled in his 
suggestive way that always made it sound like he was thinking 
about something dirty. 

“What?” I asked them. 

Mariang shook her head, but Von had no qualms speaking his 
mind. “You just called Mason ‘baby’. He’s like, almost a decade 
older than you and a seasoned warrior. He’s Matruculan. Those are 
some of the strongest creatures in Terraway, and you just called 
him ‘baby’. I really want you to repeat the whole scene when he’s a 
man again.” He bit into his sandwich and grinned. 

Mason growled irritably at Von, but returned to his sandwich 


otherwise unperturbed. He maintained his position of laying on my 
feet, ensuring either that he didn’t think I was being a freak, or that 
he forgave me for being one. Either way, I really kinda loved my 
new dog. 

Danny surreptitiously eyed my every fidget, so to compensate, I 
moved slower as the others ate. How I wished I could’ve spent my 
weekend with my brother, but he was going off with his friends, 
and I was starting a new career in death. 

When the doorbell rang, I expected Gabby and geared myself up 
for a stream of lies to spew at her. I knew I would have to explain 
why I went from being a hermit she had to drag out of the house to 
go to bars and clubs, to hosting two new guys, a wolf and an almost 
sister here. 

Mason accompanied me like a shadow as I moved through the 
immaculate house to the living room. I flung open the door, but 
didn’t find my spunky BFF. Instead, I was greeted by Bev, who had 
a smile and a box full of junk. “Hi, honey pie. I was just in the 
neighborhood and thought I’d stop by to visit.” She gasped when 
she saw Mason. “Is that a wolf?” 

“Oh, no. It’s my new dog. Looks like a wolf, though, right? 
That’s why I got him. His name’s Mason.” 

“Oh, he’s so cute! Does he have a bed? We have to go shopping 
for a new doggie bed.” 

I bit my lower lip before speaking. “No thanks, Bev. He sleeps in 
my bed with me. That’s real sweet of you to offer.” Mason inched 
closer and brushed his side up against my leg. That same slow drip 
started up again, and I felt the tension that usually peaked when 
Bev came over lessen by the slightest degree. 

“And look! I found two garage sales on the way over. Isn’t this 
great?” She pointed to a lamp with tiny seashells on the sides. She 
motioned to the car in the driveway with her chin. “Do you have 
company? I would’ve did my hair if ’'d known you had people 
over.” Her blonde do was usually coifed higher, but she wasn’t out 
of sorts by any means. Bev never left the house looking anything 
less than ready to have her picture taken, should the occasion arise. 

I closed my eyes when Danny skulked over. “Good morning, Ms. 
Reese.” 

Bev almost dropped her box of crap; she was so surprised to see 
Ezra’s daughter’s special friend at my house. Her voice moved up an 
octave and her tone turned syrupy, with an extra layer of her 


southern lilt. “Danny? Well, color me surprised. What’re you doing 
here with my October Grace?” 

“We got to talking, and she offered to show us the town.” 

“Well, I'll be. You’re being friendly? You’re making nice with my 
fiancé’s family? Good for you, honey pie! I knew you had it in you. 
Here, can you hold onto this for me? Mind you store it somewhere 
safe, now.” She shoved the box into my arms and pulled out an 
imaginary ball from her pocket and showed it to Mason. “Here, boy. 
Fetch!” She flung the fake ball across the living room. 

Mason looked up at me with a bored expression before trotting 
off after the nothing he guessed he was supposed to find in the 
corner. 

My hands burned with the sting of germs and dust that radiated 
off the box I knew I didn’t want in my house. “No, Bev. You know 
the rules.” I lowered my voice, but there was no hiding my words 
from Danny, who was standing right next to me. I tried to hand the 
box back to her, but she breezed past me to see who else was over. I 
was shaking inside, afraid they would see my childhood for what it 
was — a giant mess. I didn’t want to cause a scene, but Bev and I 
had rules. I let her come visit, and she agreed not to bring anything 
over to store in my house. 

Bev was the life of the party. She had that way about her. You 
could say five words, and she had a million hilarious stories that 
would have even the most stalwart person laughing their socks off. 
Bev entertained while I took the box of junk to her car, shoving it in 
the backseat atop several layers of fast food wrappers, maggots, 
clothing and other things that had been things once upon a time, 
but had since fallen into disrepair. 

I tried not to let my heart break, as it always did when I thought 
about my mama driving around in such inhumane conditions. I 
wanted to clean her car — I never stopped wanting to clean up her 
life - but knew that she would beat me something awful if I threw 
out even a wrapper. 

“What are you doing?” came Ollie’s low voice from over my 
shoulder. 

“Jeez! You scared me. Hey, Ollie. I’m just putting Bev’s stuff 
back in her car.” 

His expression was composed, but his posture was rigid with 
displeasure as his damp auburn hair dripped down into his folded 
collar. I saw Mason trot out the door to watch our exchange from 


the front porch. “Do you let her do this? What about the rules?” 

“T don’t let her bring stuff over, but sometimes she tries to sneak 
stuff in. I always put it back in her car before she leaves.” I 
scratched the back of my neck under my ponytail. “I didn’t want to 
tell you.” 

“How long?” Ollie snapped the rubber band on his wrist that he 
always wore. It was part of his Anger Management sessions. The 
smack of the rubber was supposed to remind him not to lose his 
temper. These days it had about a fifty percent success rate of 
centering him, which was a vast improvement from a few years ago. 

“How long has Bev been trying to sneak stuff into our house? 
Since you left. I never let her, though, so it’s no big deal.” 

“No big deal? We’ll see about that.” Ollie turned on his heel, his 
takedown face in full swing. “Bev!” he barked as he reached the 
house. 

I scampered behind him with Mason on my heels, not wanting 
them to get in a fight during the few days I had with him. “No, 
Ollie! It’s fine! I can handle it!” 

Ollie stomped inside, cutting right into Bev’s bit about the 
motorcycle that almost killed her on her first ride, and the officer 
who saved her life. She’d managed to talk her way into having the 
cop drive her to motorcycle safety classes that weekend. It was a 
good story, but Ollie was in no mood. “Bev, a word. Outside, right 
now.” 

“Oliver! Everyone, isn’t my son so handsome? I mean, just look 
at his haircut.” 

“Outside, Bev.” Bev tried to laugh him off, but Ollie raised his 
voice to draw the attention of everyone in the room. “Now!” 

I flinched at the bark in him that only Bev ever brought out. 

Her mascaraed eyes sharpened and lasered in on her son with a 
hint of loathing. “Excuse me, kids. I'll be right back. It seems 
someone left his manners in New York.” 

As my brother marched Bev past me out onto the porch, I wrung 
my hands together. “Ollie, it’s fine! ’ve got it under control! Ollie, 
don’t!” 

Ollie slammed the door shut behind him and Bev, but I could 
make out shouting on the porch that I hoped was unintelligible to 
the others. They were all gawking at me like guppies with their 
mouths hanging open. 

I had a hard time finding my voice, and when I did, it was the 


mousy version. “I... um, so when do ya'll want to leave? Now’s good 
for me. Like, right now.” 

Mariang was the only one with enough grace in her to 
appropriately word what they were all thinking. “October, is 
everything alright? Oliver seemed a bit upset.” 

I tried to swallow, but my mouth was too dry. “I, uh, 
everything’s fine. Just a little family stuff. Nothing to talk about.” I 
flinched when Bev’s voice rose above Ollie’s. She didn’t like it when 
Ollie stood up to her. She didn’t much like it when anyone did. 
That’s how I learned to get her to not hate me so much; I stopped 
standing up to her so overtly. “So, can you pack that food up? We 
should leave. Like, now if we can. Super now. Five minutes ago, 
now.” 

Danny huffed. “Von, do you need a manual? She needs you to 
pull this family drama from her. Look at what she’s doing to her 
hands!” He pointed to my fingers that were scratching the back of 
my left hand. I hadn’t even realized I was doing it. “Whenever she 
does that, it means you’re not doing your job. Have you ever seen 
Mariang bite her nails? No! Because I do my job.” 

“Tm fine! Jeez!” I exclaimed as Von stood, shoving half an egg 
sandwich in his mouth. I held up my hands to Von and Mason, who 
were closing in on me like I needed to be handled. “Let’s just go. I 
don’t need you to do that pulling thing. Family stuffs nothing new, 
and it’s not a big deal. Ollie and Bev just have to get into it every 
now and then. He hasn’t seen her for a few years, so they’re 
overdue.” 

Ollie flung the door open, ignoring our audience as he fumed in 
my direction. “Never again. That'll never happen again. I had a talk 
with her, and she won’t pressure you like that anymore. If she does, 
I want you to tell me first thing.” 

“I’m fine, Ollie. I told you I could handle it.” 

He smacked the back of his hand into his palm for emphasis. 
“Throwing her junk back in her car before she leaves isn’t handling 
it. It’s cleaning up after her, which you’re not allowed to do!” 

My hands flew out in frustration and hurt. “Don’t yell at me!” 
Ollie loved me, and was only ever nasty when it was on the 
backlash of a fight with Bev. 

Mason growled as he moved to my side, brushing against my leg 
and stripping a layer of stress from me. 

Ollie took a breath, his hands up in surrender. “Fine. Sorry. I 


just don’t like it when she does that.” He pointed to the floor to 
punctuate his point. “This is our house. We worked for every square 
foot. Bev doesn’t get an inch of it. Not one single inch. You know 
the damage she can do with an inch.” 

I lowered my voice, hoping the separation between the kitchen 
and the entrance was enough so the others didn’t hear our 
conversation. “Look, I appreciate it, but the thing is, you’re gone. 
You live in New York, and I deal with Bev. It sucks, but I’m fine. 
You yelling doesn’t actually solve anything.” 

Ollie and I glared at each other, locked in our usual stalemate. 
He didn’t like Bev around me, and I didn’t like either of them telling 
me what to do. “I won’t abandon our mama. Don’t make me be 
someone I’m not. This is me, Ollie. Love me this way.” 

“She abandoned you from day one. She hasn’t earned you taking 
care of her.” 

I straightened, letting Ollie know he wouldn’t win this. “Love 
can’t be earned. I love, and that defines me; it’s not contingent on 
Bev’s list of good or bad deeds. This is me,” I repeated in earnest. 
“Love me this way!” 

Finally Ollie deflated, and I followed suit. “I’m being a jerk to 
you, and the whole point was to help you with her. I do love you, 
whatever way you are. We’ve got a lot to catch up on.” He turned 
and motioned me toward his room, so I followed. He pulled on a 
green hoodie from his suitcase, zipping it up as he spoke. He was so 
pressed and Wall-Street-looking for work, but he always made me 
smile when he came home for a break from the grind in his street 
clothes. “Can we make some time to talk tonight? I’ve got a few 
things I want to run by you.” 

“Sure. Anything important?” 

He ducked his head almost apologetically. “Kind of. Tonight?” 

I nodded, bumping the crown of my head to his chest before 
exiting out into the kitchen. Ollie waved his goodbye and left the 
house after Bev skidded down the driveway, and with him he took 
about twenty percent of my nerves. 

With a determined look, Von took a step toward me, but I 
backed away. “Please don’t do your pulling thing on me. I’m fine. 
We're strictly business here, so let’s get to it.” I narrowed my eyes at 
Mason. “That means you, too, pup. I felt you pull something just 
then when Ollie was yelling. I can handle it.” 

Danny rolled his eyes at me. “You’re being stubborn. Their job is 


to help you. You have no idea the kind of stress you’re walking into, 
so it’s best you have a clean slate.” 

“T said I’m fine. If I get the urge to spontaneously burst into 
tears, I’ll let you know,” I lied. I shoved my feet into my purple 
tennis shoes that had three white stripes climbing up the sides. 
They were comfortable, good for standing on your feet all day, and 
felt like a second skin I didn’t have to question. They were exactly 
what I needed to make sure I didn’t let myself get too swept away 
from myself by Terraway. 

I opened the front door like a bellman, ushering each of them 
out into the early morning sunshine. My stomach was in knots, but 
my chin was high, and hopefully my weak spots were invisible. 


Thirty-One. 
First Day on the 
Death Job 


“R 
eally? You want me to do it now? I thought 


this was more of a training day. I think I should watch 
you reap another person before I dive in.” I was 
whispering to Mariang outside Room 207 of St. John’s 
Hospital. We were in the terminal ward, and the 
atmosphere was a mixture of a holy hush and utterly 
grim. Ezra had swung by to pick up Mason and take him 
shopping so he had non-Viking attire to sport around 
town, leaving me to work with Von. 

“You feel the tug in your stomach, right?” 

“Yeah. I think so.” Either that or I was hungry. 

“Then when we go in, hand him the note and make sure to 
touch his hand.” 

I’d skimmed the note Mariang had given to the three people 
we'd visited already. It was a “you can do it” kind of sentiment that 
was a total lie. Everyone we visited would die within twenty-four 
hours no matter what we did. I was there so their souls didn’t go to 
waste. It felt icky and in the worst kind of taste. I was the Grim 
Reaper’s opening act, and I was expected to go onstage in Room 
207 with a smile. 

Von’s hand found my back. “You good, Peach?” The four of us 


were an awkward group to enter into a small hospital room. This 
time it would just be Von and me, and I wasn’t sure I was ready. 

I wasn’t sure I’d ever be ready, really. 

I went into the unadorned room with Von. The grim atmosphere 
reeked of impending death and an overly full adult diaper. The 
white walls felt sterile, but not in the comforting way where you 
knew everything was clean. They felt like a siren blaring out at the 
old man in his steel bar bed, warning him not to go to sleep, for it 
would surely be his last. He had to be at least in his late eighties, 
with a long chin and sallow skin that was yellowed with jaundice. 

I had the note in my shaking hand, ready to give it to him as my 
excuse for barging in on his last day on earth. There was no need 
though; his eyes were closed, and he didn’t even stir when the door 
clicked behind us. 

“Go ahead,” Von whispered. “Do it!” 

“Don’t rush me!” I shot back, overthinking the smallest 
movements. I knew I needed to touch him and will the soul toward 
me, but I was punking out. 

“What are you waiting for?” 

“Just... I just need you to give me a minute.” I bit my lip and 
reached for the elderly man’s arm. It was devoid of the necessary 
moisture to keep it looking life-like. The papery skin creased when I 
touched it, and didn’t bounce back when I moved my hand up 
toward his elbow. I couldn’t feel the cold, but then I wasn’t focusing 
either. 

“Hurry along, now. We don’t want to wake him. This is the best 
scenario for your first time, so do your thing.” 

“T have no idea what I’m doing here! I can’t feel the cold. Maybe 
I picked the wrong room.” Now that there was a face to the job, I 
had a hard time doing it. Being a nurse meant saving people, not 
standing next to them while they slowly withered away. Not trying 
to fix the old man went against all my natural instincts. 

“You're stalling, you adorable little chicken. Mariang said this is 
the bloke. You want I should motivate you?” He pinched my side, 
making me yelp, and I worried he would wake the old man. 

“Would you knock it off? I’m a grown woman. I don’t even 
remember the last time someone tried to tickle me.” 

“Was it the last time you were being a big, fat coward?” 

I shot him a withering look. “Here’s a tip on women from me to 
you: Don’t call us fat.” 


“T didn’t mean actual fat. You know you’re a pixie.” He pinched 
both my sides this time, making my eyes bulge. I fought my way 
through a giggle while I squirmed. My irritation started to give way 
to borderline affection. It’s as if Von understood my hang-ups and 
decided to waltz right through them with a big old grin. 

I slapped his hands away, sharing half a smile with him that I 
didn’t understand. I’d been freaking out just a second ago, and now 
we were laughing. “Get your paws off my danger zone. Men lose 
fingers if they trespass.” 

“Maybe you need to let a few men trespass from time to time. 
Might help you calm down.” 

I stepped back with as much of a glare as I could muster through 
the levity. “Next time I need dating advice, I'll hit you up. I’m good 
for now. I’m not really the dating type.” 

“Ah. You’re the marrying type, then?” 

My cheeks pinked. “Jeez! Obviously not. I’m the working type. I 
don’t have time for much dating.” 

“Could’ve fooled me. You’ve been putting off your job for the 
past few minutes, begging me to dance with you instead.” 

“What?” Before I could work up a proper retort, Von had me in 
his arms. He spun me around the hospital room to an old Rat Pack 
tune he hummed, while my legs fell into step with his. I had always 
been a terrible dancer, but in that moment, somehow I was able to 
follow along without stepping on his toes. 

After a few beats, I forgot my frustration and gave in to the fun. 
I hadn’t danced with a guy in ages, and even when I had, I’d been 
too nervous to really enjoy the thrill of it. Von’s smile gleamed at 
me, loving watching me let go and have fun as he enjoyed the 
dance himself. He was lithe and graceful, and I was just trying to 
keep up, looking down at his feet to make sure I didn’t step out of 
turn. 

“Don’t look down. Look at me. I won’t lead where you can’t 
follow.” His smile had the hint of a promise to it that stuck in me 
like a friendship I wouldn’t be ready to throw away anytime soon. 

“Promise?” I asked, though there was a hint of insecurity poking 
through my smile. “I’ve never been much good at this.” 

“You’ve had the wrong partners, then. You’re a natural.” He 
slowed the dance from a lively ditty to a tender sway, his footwork 
easier to follow as I tried to keep my eyes locked on his. The smiles 
between us grew to something sweeter, kinder than a mere laugh. 


His dimples drew me closer to his chest as he waltzed us around the 
hospital room. 

“This is nicer than I thought. Just don’t dip me.” 

Von smirked. “You really shouldn’t have said that.” My eyes 
widened as I clung to him, my fingernails digging into his hand and 
arm when Von dipped me backward. My neck was stiff, and I knew 
from his laugh that I looked nothing like the women did in the 
movies. He leaned in, whispering in my ear, “Let go, hani. I won’t 
let you fall.” 

“Promise?” My eyes asked a myriad of things I was too chicken 
to put a voice to. Trust wasn’t a strong suit of mine — even worse 
than dancing, if you can imagine. But Von’s smile had the hint of a 
vow to it that made me choose to muscle through my resistance and 
give trusting him a try. Slowly, my fingers loosened their death grip 
on him one by one, my neck relaxing as my head fell back where it 
was supposed to be. My curls dangled, succumbing to gravity as 
they danced and twirled more gracefully than I ever could. 

Von looked down on me, his eyes taking in my rare moment of 
total trust. “Beautiful,” he murmured. Then he cleared his throat. 
“How much would you hate me right now if I dropped you?” 

“Nine.” 

“Yikes. That sounds painful. Best not be careless with this one, 
then.” He slowly brought me back up, kissing the knuckles on the 
hand that was still resting in his. My stomach did a flip-flop that I 
scolded my hormones for. “Now that we’ve had our dance, I think 
it’s time to pretend we’re responsible adults and do our job, yeah?” 

I gulped, remembering why we were here. Our clasped hands 
dangled between us, reminding me that I didn’t have to be alone in 
this new life. His slow drip of pulling made something as simple as 
handholding possible for me, and I adored him for the small gift 
that was actually a big deal. “I think I’m ready now. Thanks for 
that.” 

“Anytime, November.” 

“Could you do me a favor? Please don’t tell Danny I froze on the 
job.” 

The dimple in his left cheek became my new best friend when 
he smirked at me. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. It’s me 
what needed a few extra minutes to ready myself.” He pulled out a 
bottle of honey from his black jacket inside pocket, flipped open the 
top with his thumb and started sucking on it. “So much blood in 


this place.” 

“You doing alright?” I reached out, wanting to touch his arm to 
assure him that I believed in him - that he could control his 
cravings, even when surrounded by temptation. I retracted my 
hand, unsure if Von was crawling in germs or not. Normally people 
not in my family were for sure crawling in germs, but I couldn’t tell 
with Von. 

It was as if Von understood my limitations, and was a decent 
enough guy not to take offense. His hand found the small of my 
back, so we were connected through this inaugural moment. 
Strangers as we were, there was a comfort I felt around Von that 
warred with my desire to claw the skin off my hands and run from 
human contact. “Thanks for worrying about me. I’m holding on just 
fine. Now it’s your turn to be brave.” 

I cleared my throat and brushed the arm of the old man who 
was obviously heavily medicated, since he hadn’t woken for our 
song and dance. I closed my eyes and breathed in deep. The next 
breath was deeper, and then I felt the cold. It was as if the chill had 
been awakened at my presence and was peeking its little head at 
me like a dog looking for its master. I stroked the puppy and he 
came to me, resting under my hand until I grabbed him by the 
scruff of the neck and pulled him gently from his home. 

The second the soul left the man and went completely into me, I 
felt the same mixture of ice and knives in my veins as I had when 
Tanga’s life escaped into my palm. The freeze was painful, lighting 
my nerves up with a kind of arctic fire I couldn’t escape. It climbed 
all through me like a thousand tiny freezing spiders that were 
aiming for my heart like a race toward cardiac arrest. 

I breathed through the horror that made me want to run like a 
crazy person and find the hottest shower imaginable. I clung to the 
bar on the old man’s bed, willing it to keep me centered and 
upright. 

Von’s hand was on my shoulder, and on instinct I shrugged it 
off. “I’m trying to help you,” he insisted, keeping his voice gentle. 
“You have to let me take it.” 

“T c-can’t! It’s stuck!” 

Von flew out the door and returned with a barrel-chested 
Danny. He looked as if he was gearing up for a fistfight, and not, 
you know, a conversation. 

Danny pried my hands off the bar, and I could feel how stiff they 


were from the cold that bit at me on the inside. “Look at me,” 
Danny commanded in a firm whisper. 

Even my eyeballs felt stiff from the ice I couldn’t chase away, 
but somehow I obeyed. “I’m f-freaking out!” 

“Don’t be stubborn. You’re going to take the cold, ball it up like 
a wad of paper and feed it to Von. That’s how this works. You keep 
it inside you for too long, your skin will start to turn like Mariang’s. 
Is that what you want?” 

I reached for Von, but the movement was as ungraceful as a 
zombie. He met me halfway, holding onto my hands and inhaling in 
time with my exhale. Finally I let go of the cold that had me tied up 
in knots. The sensation of the soul leaving me was like a thousand 
spiders scurrying away from me in droves, running through my 
veins and leaving my natural warmth behind as they trailed 
through my palms and into Von’s. The heat was a relief like none 
other, melting into my body like hot fondue chocolate and rolling 
through me with deliciousness I couldn’t quantify. So deep was my 
body’s elation at letting go of the cold, that my knees buckled. Von 
caught me before I hit the floor, and carried my limp form toward 
the chair by the side of the bed. He sat me right next to the old man 
I’d just helped to die peacefully when his hour was finally up. 

Von sank into the chair with me across his lap, my eyes shut. My 
head lolled on his shoulder, and when he combed his fingers 
through the small curls at the base of my neck, I nearly drooled on 
him. He traced the curve of my face, watching as my eyelashes 
fluttered like a hummingbird against his finger. 

“This is why you should’ve let them take a little stress off your 
plate this morning. It hits you hard when you get too much 
buildup.” 

Von waved off Danny’s lecture, since I could barely keep my 
head up at the moment. Von’s voice was rich, like the best kind of 
British radio DJ who you didn’t care what they said, so long as they 
kept on talking. “What did you and Oliver fight about this 
morning?” 

The heat and the comfort were heady. My body felt like warm 
taffy that Von was able to mold, making my rigid parts pliable 
again. I hadn’t sat on a man’s lap since Ollie and Allie had taken me 
to the mall to see Santa Claus. I’d been five, and even back then I 
thought I was a little too old for such things. “Just sibling stuff. 
Nothing big.” 


His lips tickled my ear. “I know youw’re lying. I can feel how 
stressed you are. It’s coming off you in waves.” 

I moaned pornographically. “That feels...” 

His lips trespassed, capturing my earlobe and giving it a slight 
tug. “What did you fight about?” 

“Bev. We only ever fight about Bev.” 

“What about her?” 

“So warm,” I cooed, burrowing myself into his body, relishing 
the embrace. I couldn’t remember my reasons for fending it off. I 
couldn’t feel the sting of Bev, or the loneliness I usually wore like a 
cloak. I felt warm, chocolatey nothing, and it was heavenly. “This 
is...” 

Danny’s tone was sharp. “That’s enough. Up, Von. You’re pulling 
too hard. It’s making her forget herself. That’s not the goal.” 

Von stroked the side of my cheek, and I leaned into the touch as 
heat from his thumb radiated through my face. “She’s got rubbish 
buried deep, Danny. Give me a few more minutes. Look at how 
much she loves this. She needs me.” 

Suddenly I was lifted from the warmth and found myself in 
Danny’s arms. Lucidity started coming back to me, and my face 
turned crimson. “Oh, no. I didn’t mean to... Don’t you ever let me 
do that again!” I tried to struggle away from Danny’s grip, but my 
knees were too weak to carry me without crapping out. 

Danny righted me and offered his arm, leading me out into the 
deserted hallway. He deposited me into a spare wheelchair at the 
end of the hall before he whirled on Von. “What were you thinking? 
You have a long road ahead with her. What you just did? 
Unacceptable. You have to get her to trust you, Von. You have to 
get her to want to give you her secrets. Ripping that out of her? 
Look what you did. Typical Von. Big personality bursts through the 
door, doesn’t look to see who he’s clobbered in the process. You 
used to be responsible, but this? You can’t be a fool any longer. 
You’re just as bad as the Reapers who ripped through all the other 
Omens, took what they wanted and made them useless!” 

Von was incredulous and hyper dramatic, his gestures big and 
wide. “Oh, am I? Am I a date rapist? Is that where we’re taking 
this? Come on, Danny. She’s stubborn as a mule. No way were we 
going to meet our quota going this slow.” 

My head hung, and not just because it was a chore to lift it. Von 
was right; I was too stubborn, and it would mean I might suck at 


this job if I couldn’t learn to work with him like I needed to. It had 
taken me a few months to trust Doctor Brenden; I guessed we 
wouldn’t have that same grace period with reaping. 

“You shouldn’t have signed on for the job if you couldn’t handle 
the work. That’s your problem. You don’t know how to work 
anymore! What happened to you? What happened to the big 
brother that raised us? It’s all about shortcuts with you now. You 
think just because your life is shortened now that you're a half- 
vamp, you’re allowed to take the easy road.” 

“Dealing with you’s a full-time gig!” 

Danny shoved Von, who scowled, though I could tell he was 
inches away from shoving his younger brother back. 

Mariang squeaked as she wheeled me away from the dueling 
pistols and turned a corner. She stopped and knelt in front of me, 
slapping my cheeks to liven me up. “You alright? Were you able to 
get the soul out of the gentleman in 207? Did it work?” 

I blinked at her and nodded slowly. “Does it always feel like 
this?” 

“No. Von sucked much too hard. He’s new at this. He didn’t 

mean to. You'll get a rhythm down. Don’t you worry. Danny’s 
setting him straight. It takes more than doing it once to get it right. 
This is all part of the learning curve. Plus, Von’s on edge because 
this is a hospital, and no doubt he can smell the blood at every 
turn.” 
Danny stomped toward us and jerked my chin up toward the 
light. He pried open my eyelid and grumbled to Von, who sidled up 
beside him. “Do you see this?” Danny said to Von in accusation. 
“Her pupils are completely dilated. You took too much out of her at 
once. Now she’s useless! Think, Von. Think for once in your life.” 

Von’s eyebrows pushed together in concern as he stared at my 
dazed expression. “Easy, Danny. I didn’t go through all the courses 
you took. I’m learning here, too. Instead of yelling like a wanker, 
how about you teach me how to not lobotomize her next time, 
yeah?” 

Danny jerked the wheelchair in the opposite direction, wheeling 
me down to a room Mariang indicated on her left. “In here. This 
should wake her up a little.” 

Von knocked politely before taking me from Danny and 
wheeling me inside. A woman, who was not quite as old as the 
elderly man, but a stone’s throw from her late eighties, was hooked 


up to several machines. She was breathing steadily as the 
equipment beeped at a predictable rhythm. Von picked up my limp 
hand and placed it on hers. The bone beneath was frail, and the 
soul was easy to find. She must’ve been only minutes from death, as 
opposed to half a day away from it. 

The freezing sensation revived me like I was crashing through 
the ice, submerged in the arctic. It took my breath away, jerking my 
chin upright and making my arms and legs prick with that painful 
stab that had taken me over before. 

“Now gently take it from her in layers,” Danny instructed his 
older brother. “You were yanking the soul from her before. Pull it 
slowly.” 

Von’s large hands reached down from behind my wheelchair 
and cupped my cheeks, massaging my face as he searched for the 
cold. This time the removal was gentle, like a carefully threaded 
needle. The warmth took its time moving through me, like slow- 
moving molasses that replaced the utter subzero with a gradually 
building heat. The relief didn’t deflate me into a puddle this time 
around, and I felt a little more myself. 

My breathing evened out, and I was able to sit upright on my 
own, feeling pleasantly toasty instead of frozen or roiling with 
chocolatey heat. 

Danny checked my eyes, and I batted his hand away from my 
face. “That’s better. Do it like that, and you’re fine. Same thing 
when you're just pulling normal stress from her. Gentle. Slow. You 
can’t take shortcuts, or you'll wreck everything, like you always 
do.” 

“You missed your calling. With sweet talk like that, you 
should’ve gotten a gig writing holiday cards. She’s fine. I’m 
brilliant. Tell me how amazing I am to’ve done it perfect on my first 
official day. Come on. You know you're taking back a few of those 
‘you'll never amount to anything’ speeches.” 

Danny harrumphed and pushed past Von toward the hallway. 

Von crouched down in front of me, examining my forlorn and 
confused face the way a doctor would. “Watching Danny be wrong 
about anything is one of my great joys in life. That he was wrong 
about me being a loser? So much the better.” 

“Youre not a loser,” Mariang assured him, her hand on his arm. 

“Aw, thanks little sis.” He grinned, sending her after Danny. 
“You alright, November?” 


I swallowed, debating between being pissed off and relieved I 
wasn’t at their mercy anymore. I opted for nodding, which felt more 
neutral than a tongue-lashing or voicing my total anxiety that Von 
could control me so easily. 

“Good. We'll figure it out, alright? Our people need this to work, 
and I need not to be the screw-up anymore. Not many jobs out 
there for a vampire who refuses to transition. No one will hire me 
because they’re afraid I’ll go mental on the job and eat every human 
in sight. Can you be patient for a few days until we find a good 
rhythm? I need this, November.” 

I leaned forward in the wheelchair, resting my elbows on my 
knees and covering my despondent expression with my hands. “This 
is my life now? This is what I get?” 

Von was still kneeling, but when his hand brushed over my 
shoulder to comfort me, I stiffened. He paused, but kept his hand 
where it was. “Don’t worry. I’m not pulling a ton from you. Just 
practicing peeling back the layers. Is that alright?” 

I wanted to say no, but something told me we needed the 
practice so he didn’t lay me out again like he’d done before. “Okay, 
but only a little, and just for practice. Please don’t ever do what you 
did before again. I don’t want to be that person.” 

“What person?” 

“The girl who sits on men’s laps and loses herself when a hot 
guy whispers in her ear. I’m not that girl, so don’t try to make me 
be. I’m giving up enough for this; don’t make me give up myself.” 

Von studied my face and then nodded slowly. “I am sorry for 
that. I’m learning, and I did it wrong. Now that I know it was too 
much, Pll not pull that hard again. Let’s get past the learning curve, 
and then I promise you can trust me. No more sitting on men’s laps 
for you. In fact, if I see you on a bloke’s lap at any point in time, Pll 
know something nefarious is going on, and I’ll come in, guns 
blazing.” 

“Actual guns? That’s some promise.” I looked around the 
hospital room, registering that the fancy equipment was far more 
sophisticated than the stuff we had to work with at the prison. I 
swallowed hard, opting for blatant honesty. “I don’t like this. Being 
touched. Being here. The whole thing.” 

Von took his hand away, his messy black hair shifting as he 
tilted his head to examine my state. “Okay. You don’t like being 
touched, but I’m not sure how to work around that. I mean, 


contact’s the only way to take the soul from you. I know you’re not 
over the moon about the idea of pulling, but this is a stressful job, 
and you'll need it done regularly.” He pursed his lips in thought. 
“You have to help me do my job better. I’m trying here, but if you 
don’t tell me what sets you off, you’re just going to walk around 
angry, and I’m going to get frustrated or fired. Then Danny wins. 
We can’t have that.” 

“Yeah. He’s kind of a tool.” Anxiety crept up inside me, 
strangling me around the throat as I spoke, forcing my words to 
come out in a pinched whisper. I curled my fingers into fists. “I 
don’t like this.” 

“!'m doing my best not to touch your hands so much. Is it 
helping? I noticed you don’t like that kind of contact in particular.” 

I looked into his blue eye and his gold eye with an intense level 
of gratitude for the considerations he had to make just to work with 
me. “Thanks. Thanks for not... just thanks. I know I’m being 
difficult. This whole thing is... and I’m not... So, thanks.” 

“No problem. You know, I can make it so maybe you don’t have 
to wash your hands as much. If you let me know when yow’re 
starting to go off, I can pull a layer from you. Maybe that'll help 
you stop scratching your hands. Then I won’t have to walk around 
smelling hints of your blood all day long.” 

At mention of my tick, I wanted to gouge a rivulet down the 
back of my hand, but I resisted, gripping my elbows to hold myself 
in a hug I wished I didn’t need. “You noticed that?” 

Von drew his pursed lips to the side. “You don’t like that I 
noticed. That’s understandable. I can help you, love.” 

I didn’t have words, so I stuck to nodding. I was grateful, wary 
and filled with hope that someone might actually be able to help 
me find the roadmap to normal. 

Von lifted me out of the wheelchair slowly, gripping only my 
elbows. He took great care not to touch my hands, which was a 
kindness I couldn’t quantify. As I rose, a newfound respect started 
to bloom between us. He walked next to me, his hand on my elbow 
in case I needed to lean on him while my legs tried to find their 
stability. 

When we emerged from the hospital room, Mariang and Danny 
visibly relaxed at my mobile body and Von’s non-antagonistic 
demeanor. 

I met Mariang’s hopeful gaze and nodded. “Bring on the next 


victim,” I announced. 


Thirty-Two. 
Not a Couple 


I wenty almost stiffs later, Mariang could barely 


form sentences, and I needed help climbing the stairs, 
though I’d done fifteen reaps, and she’d made it through 
only five. 

My job up until this had been quite physical, and I was in good 
shape. I could run a 5K without keeling over or complaining. I was 
trim, but I could still body-slam a hefty inmate if they got out of 
control. I was a big fan of using their weight against them. 

Still, this death-culling thing was no joke. I had a little energy 
left long after Mariang begged Danny for a break, so I racked up the 
additional souls while she rested in her wheelchair, looking every 
bit as despondent as I had when I’d been confined to mine. 

“T really don’t know how you're doing this,” Danny commented 
to me with what could only be described as admiration. “I didn’t 
think it was possible for one Omen to do that many reapings in a 
day. I mean, Mariang needs to do eight a day, and she’s shot by the 
end of it if we make it that far, which we usually don’t. How have 
you done fifteen and you're still upright?” 

“Beginner’s luck?” I guessed. I felt queasy and tired, and when 
seven o’clock hit, I wanted to go home. 

Danny carried Mariang through the parking lot to my car, but I 
categorically refused when Von uncomfortably offered up the same 
car-side service. My words came out labored, like I was on my way 
to tipsy. “I’m fine. Just a little tired. And for the record, you will 


never, ever carry me to my car. Thanks for the offer, though.” 

“Anyone ever tell you you’re an utter joy when you’re beat?” 

“Only every day. Quit distracting me with all your yammering. 
I’m trying to make it to the car.” My chest was heaving, and my feet 
were heavy as bricks. My stomach churned like I’d eaten something 
past its expiration date. The car looked like it was a million miles 
away, so when Von offered me his elbow to hold, I took it as a last 
resort, leaning heavily on him as my clumsy feet stumbled 
drunkenly toward Terence the Taurus. 

Von opened the door to the backseat and let out Mason, who 
was more than happy to see us after Ezra had dropped him off. He 
wagged his tail and nuzzled my leg, circling me like a sweet puppy 
should. Von lowered me into the back like I was a fragile old 
woman, and in that moment, I felt exactly that. 

The ride home was spent with Danny grilling Von on the 
different things he could’ve done to take a little of the death residue 
off me for tomorrow’s shift. Mason laid his head in my lap, gazing 
up at me with slate wolf eyes that told me he was bummed to’ve 
missed out on the action. “How are you holding up, October?” 
Danny called back to me. 

“T’m fine,” I lied. My eyes were shut as my head leaned on the 
back of the seat. Von was a respectable distance from me on my 
other side, sucking the honey out of a second bottle, and alternating 
with a drag from the blood bag Ezra had stashed in a small cooler 
for him. I appreciated the nonintrusive way he occasionally reached 
over to rub my forearm. With Mason lying partially in my lap, it 
was a double shot of the good stuff. My heart rate started to inch 
toward normal again, and the agony in my stomach slowly faded to 
a tolerable level. 

“Tt won’t be this hard every day. You'll get the hang of it. Now 
that there are two of you, we can start building up a stockpile of 
souls, so everyone down in Terraway can start getting a little 
stronger. After a few months, you won’t have to take so many 
souls.” Danny gripped the steering wheel, uncomfortable at the next 
words that tumbled out of his mouth. “I’m real proud of you, kid. I 
mean it. ’'ve never even heard of an Omen taking in that many 
souls in a single day. It was kind of incredible to watch.” 

I ducked my head to hide from the sincerity. “Um, thanks, 
Danny. Now that I’ve got the hang of it, I’m sure Pll be able to do 
more tomorrow.” My phone rang from inside my purse, and it 


dawned on me that I’d not had my phone on me all day, since I’d 
locked my bag in the car. “Oh, man! That’s Ollie. He’s probably 
freaking out. Can you hand me my purse, Mariang?” 

“Sure.” She handed the purple messenger bag to me with 
unsteady fingers. “Everything alright?” 

My fingers were clumsy, but I managed to locate the phone 
before the last ring. “Ollie? ’'m almost home.” 

I heard loud music and a crowd in the background as Ollie 
shouted into the phone. “Did you do this?” he asked too loudly for 
me to hold the device to my ear. 

“Do what?” 

“Invite the whole crew over? I didn’t know you were planning a 
surprise party. You’re the best sister a guy could ask for.” 

I groaned inwardly. “No. That’s all Gabby. I guess technically, 
she’s the best sister ever, so you know, think twice about hooking 
up with her tonight.” I thought back to Ollie’s last visit, and their 
subsequent heartbreak after much dramatic back and forth. Gabby 
was good to him, but Ollie was a Reese. We had trust issues and an 
aversion to being known. “Can of worms, my friend. Can of 
worms.” 

“T can’t hear you,” he lied. 

“Do not let Gabby spend the night. Hey! I know you can hear 
me. You’re a masochist!” I shouted into the phone, hoping he heard 
my chuckle above the din. 

“Coming home soon?” 

“Yeah. Keep everyone out of my room, okay?” 

“They know the rules.” 

We hung up, and I checked my phone to find that I had three 
missed calls. One was from Ollie, one from Gabby, and another 
from an unknown number. I checked my voicemail and heard Ezra’s 
British lilt lending itself to my ear. “October Grace? It’s Ezra 
Manaul. I’m calling to let you know two Duwende guards will be 
stopping by to increase the security around your house tomorrow. I 
hope this isn’t too much an imposition. I trust you’re having a 
splendid first day on the job. Keep me posted. Happy to help 
however I can.” I hung up and tossed my phone in my purse 
carelessly. 

Von whistled. “You’re trippy. I can feel you going up and down. 
Your brother calls, you’re up. But whatever he said brought you 
down. Then the message you listened to brought you further down. 


Girls have a lot going on that us blokes just plain don’t.” 

I batted my eyelashes at him and spoke in my most 
condescending southern tone. “Your views on gender studies 
fascinate me. I simply must take notes. Tell me, how do you feel 
about the color pink?” 

“On you? Anything’d look just fine.” He winked at me. 

Yesterday I might’ve debated between blanching and blushing. 
Tonight, after the long day I’d endured seeing people on the brink 
of death? Von was great comic relief. I was tired, so my southern 
hint started peeking out more from the Midwestern accent Allie, 
Ollie and I always tried to keep firmly locked in place. “Oh, you like 
dressing me up in all sorts of colors. P’ll have to get you a pink shirt 
to match mine. Then no one’ll be able to tell us apart.” 

Von was unfazed by the threat, smiling that I’d finally cottoned 
onto his offbeat brand of humor. “I’d be dashing in a pink shirt.” 

Mariang cast us a weak smile from the passenger’s seat. “You 
could be one of those delightful couples that always match.” 

Without grace, I cut through the levity. “We are not a couple.” 

Von scoffed, clearly offended. “You jumped on that awfully 
quick. I’m fairly certain I should be offended. What’s so wrong 
about being with me? Id like to know how you think you can do 
better than this.” He motioned to his amazingly sculpted form and 
churlish half-smile. 

I glanced out the window, picking out a pedestrian at random. 
“That one there. See? I just did better. Or that one. Or him. Or that 
guy if he pulled up his pants. Or that guy.” 

“He’s at least seventy!” Von chuckled at my dig. “Tough crowd. 
It’s just as well. ’'m meeting up with some of my mates tonight. 
Perhaps they can cheer me up from such blatant rejection.” 

Danny gripped the steering wheel. “Any chance you felt like 
telling me you were planning on ditching your job? Did you make 
arrangements to have someone watch her house while you go off 
with God only knows who? Did you even discuss this with Mason?” 

Von shifted in his seat. “You’re staying the night. So’s Mason. No 
point in both of us being a bore.” He craned his head toward me. 
“You need a babysitter, love?” 

I blanched. “No. I’ve been living on my own or with Ollie and 
Allie since I was eleven. Ezra called and said he was sending over 
two guards to watch the house or whatever tomorrow. I’m fine. Go 
get some with whatever woman’s got the lowest standards. Blow off 


some steam. It was a long day.” 

With a grin I couldn’t help but find adorable, Von leaned over 
and kissed my cheek, shocking me with the unexpected sweetness 
to answer my slam. “You’re the best work wife a man could ask for. 
I'll be back by dawn.” 

“We start work at seven, right? Just be back by then.” I returned 
his smile as I scrubbed his kiss off my cheek, enjoying the relaxed 
look on him. His shoulders were rolled back and his face was 
devoid of the toils of the day. Death was no big deal to him, and 
that somehow gave me permission to not let myself get too upset 
about the lives I’d witnessed breathe some of their last breaths. 

He held out his fist to mine, and I realized that he was meeting 
my neurosis halfway. I didn’t like high-fives or handshakes, so he 
was buddying it up with me by using a fist-bump. It was the best 
fist-bump I’d had in a long time. Only people who truly knew me 
did that, and though Von wasn’t one of those people, it was nice 
that he was trying. I mouthed my thanks to him, and he nodded 
once with a modest smile. 

I cleared my throat. “So my best friend is Gabby, and she’s 
throwing a surprise welcome-home-for-the-week party for my 
brother with all our friends. You guys are welcome to stay, but you 
don’t have to. Just try to tone down the Death Omen talk. And don’t 
mention me leaving my job. You’re just Bev’s fiancé’s daughter, the 
boyfriend and the brother, come to hang for the weekend. Plus my 
new dog.” I brushed my tired fingers through Mason’s luxurious 
gray fur. 

“We have to stop for food first,” Danny ruled. “I’m starving, so I 
know Von’s hungry. And you two only ate fruit this afternoon.” 

I shrugged. “Just drop me at home, then. I’m not hungry.” 

Mariang answered for Danny. “It’s part of Omen work. Your 
stomach’s always a little queasy. You’re never hungry, so you have 
to start reminding yourself to eat. The job is hard, so you can’t let 
yourself get too weak.” She cleared her throat. “The souls are a sort 
of poison to your system, which is why it’s important they leave 
your body as soon as possible. But there’s always that sick feeling 
that comes from being poisoned over and over.” 

I began to understand why Mariang was so rail thin. I had a 
healthy amount of curves and muscle, and didn’t relish giving up 
either. Though I couldn’t fathom eating anything, I resolved to work 
my way through one meal, at least. 


Thirty-Three. 
Best Work Wife Ever 


CC | 
’ve never seen anyone cut their burger with a fork 


and knife,” Danny commented with a mouth full of beef. 

Mariang and I took small bites while the guys seemed to be in 
contest with each other to see how many half-pound burgers they 
could swallow whole. We’d snuck Mason in past the hostess. He was 
laying over my feet and consuming burgers cooked rare by the 
truckload underneath the table in our back corner booth. 

I cut myself another piece, chewing only enough to be able to 
choke it down so I didn’t punk out. I was halfway through the 
burger, and I felt like I was going to barf. “Yeah? Well I’ve never 
seen anyone eat three pounds of beef in one sitting. Does it really 
make you that hungry?” 

Von belched in answer. “It’s like I can’t eat fast enough. I’m 
going to have to hit the gym hard after this.” 

Danny shook his head. “No need to compensate. Your 
metabolism’s running high now. Just taking the soul from her does 
that.” Danny slapped his massive bicep. “If her security’s 
threatened, your body will start compensating by developing 
muscle more easily to keep her safe.” 

Von straightened. “Stand back, mates, I’m the total package.” 

I pointed to a waitress who’d been eyeing Von since we walked 
in. “Dude, waitress at four o’clock concurs. That’ll be an easy 
number to pick up if you’re interested.” The dark-haired mid- 
thirties beauty was sneaking looks at his mischievous smile, but was 


too polite to ask for his number, seeing as how we looked like we 
were on a double date. Thought I’d throw the girl a bone. 

Von raised his arms in victory. “If I wasn’t about to go hit on 
that girl, ’d kiss you square on the mouth. Best work wife ever! 
Cheers, darling.” 

I gave him a fist-bump and a grin. “You’ve got burger grease on 
your chin. Not sexy.” I handed him a spare napkin. 

He wiped his face and cast me a dazzling grin. “Better?” 

“Almost handsome.” 

“Oh, you.” He batted his hand at me, feigning coyness as he slid 
out of the booth to go work his magic on the waitress. Girlfriend 
wouldn’t know what hit her; Von was just as charming as he was 
handsome. 

Mariang watched me pick at my burger as the sun set through 
the window. “You don’t have to do that, you know. Pretend it 
doesn’t bother you that Von’s not interested in settling down.” 

I chewed carefully as I thought through my response. “It doesn’t 
bother me. Why would that be an issue? I work with lots of men at 
the prison. None of them are interested in settling down with me, 
either. Von and I are coworkers.” 

“Maybe Mason, then?” 

My eyes widened at the awkward line of questioning. I felt 
Mason shift against my feet uncomfortably. “I’m thinking there are 
at least ten other topics more relevant to everyone here. Let’s switch 
to one of those, shall we?” 

Mariang was quiet for a few beats while Danny debased himself 
in his seventh giant burger, moaning gluttonously. When she finally 
spoke, it was with a mousy voice I had a hard time hearing. “You 
don’t get along with your mother.” 

I swallowed, and though I hadn’t finished my burger, I knew I 
couldn’t stomach another bite if this was the road we were headed 
down. “I’ve learned that I can get along with just about anybody. 
Bev and I do alright.” 

“My mother was killed in a car crash when I was a baby. I’ve 
had a lot of time to dream up what Id like in a stepmum if Dad 
ever remarried.” She stopped talking, letting the words hang 
between us as if daring me to react to them so she could judge how 
much to get her hopes up with Bev. “What do you think of her?” 

“Bev’s the life of the party. She’s always up to go shopping, so 
feel free to bond with her over that. She’s very popular. She can be 


nice.” I chose my words carefully. “If she’s ever not, I want you to 
tell me about it first thing, and I'll handle it.” I wasn’t sure why I 
felt oddly protective of Mariang. Perhaps it was her slight figure, or 
her waif-like complexion. Her gentle way made me want to keep 
her far from Bev, who was often hurtful to people without thick 
skin. I didn’t want Mariang to have to grow the tough outer layer I 
wore like armor around Bev. I made purposeful eye contact with 
Danny, and he nodded in understanding. “Bev will be over the 
moon to get to know you better, I’m sure. She really likes Ezra.” 

Mariang’s aqua eyes grew large. “Dad’s quite taken with her. 
I’ve never seen him so happy. He laughs now. It had been a while 
before he started his phone calls and dates with Bev.” She twisted 
her napkin nervously, and like a pro, Danny reached out and 
stroked the back of her hand, taking a small amount of nerves from 
her as she spoke. “You and Ollie don’t call her ‘mother’ most of the 
time. What should I call her?” 

“I guess that’s between you and Bev. Um, how much do you and 
your dad know about our family situation?” I had to ask. I mean, 
the sweet girl was tiptoeing around dynamite, asking me if it would 
make a pretty sparkle. 

“That your father left when you were young, and that she raised 
you all by herself while working as a receptionist for a real estate 
office.” 

That can be the truth. Close enough. I scratched the backs of my 
hands under the table as I ignored the scabbed-over wound I didn’t 
like talking about. “Cool. That’s good.” 

Mason paused his ravenous meat-fest to nuzzle his nose into my 
shin. 

“But it’s not the truth?” 

I pushed my plate away. “I think I’m full. You guys about ready? 
Want me to tell them to slaughter another cow to go?” I asked 
Danny, who was studying me as he chewed. 

“Mariang deserves to know what she’s getting thrown into. Ezra 
deserves to know, too.” 

“True enough. But don’t I deserve a little privacy?” 

Danny looked me square in the face and replied with a succinct, 
“No.” 

I sighed, balling up my napkin after I dabbed at my lips. “Look, 
I’m letting you all stay in my house. I’m talking about normal stuff 
just fine. Not for nothing, but I just met you all a couple days ago. 


Don’t forget that.” I turned to Mariang, my voice softening. “Look, 
if you want to get to know Bev, that’s good. You totally should 
know your new mama. You two will probably get along great.” It 
was the truth. No matter how much I tried, overlooked and smiled, 
Bev would always despise me. I didn’t blame her for hating me. I 
was a souvenir from her one-night stand. 

“Why do I get the feeling something’s very off with your 
situation?” Danny asked, challenging me. 

“T’m all done. Pll wait in the car until you guys are ready to go.” 
And just like that, I shut the door on the conversation. 


Thirty-Four. 
Life of the Party 


I groaned internally at the crowd gathered in my 


average-sized home. There would be a parade of germs 
infesting my safe place, and I would have to just get 
over it. Life is messy, and that’s okay. Germs in my home 
were the cost I had to pay in order to have friends in my 
life, so I made the concession with a forced smile. The 
regular crew was only eight of us, but there were twelve 
cars parked on the street. 

This was a homecoming for Ollie, so I put on my best look-at- 
me-I’m-social smile as I walked through the garage door. I reminded 
myself that if not for these impromptu parties where my friends 
tried to force me to be more social, I would have no life at all 
outside of work. It was their way of being nice to me, making sure I 
didn’t hermitize myself until the end of time. The kindness felt like 
medicine I wished I didn’t need to choke down, but knew I probably 
should. 

There were coasters not being used under the red plastic cups 
that held Gabby’s famous punch. The pungent beverage served as 
both a party-starter and a fire-starter. She bounded up to me in her 
short skirt and wrapped me in a tight hug I reminded myself I had 
to enjoy if I was going to appear normal. Marcus had the heel of his 
boot on my glass coffee table. Only Gabby, Ollie and Beto had taken 
off their shoes. 


Beto. I expected him to be there, but seeing him in my house 
made me introvert afresh. He caught my eye and smiled in his 
casual we-didn’t-just-break-up-again way, and I gave him a two- 
fingered salute. Mason was quickly descended upon by four women 
who fawned over his gorgeous fur, their cleavage on full display to 
him as they bent over. It was his lucky day, the dirty dog. 

Excited cries of, “What breed is he? He looks like a wolf!” and 
“When did you get a pet?” greeted me from my girlfriends. They 
were enraptured by him, and rightly so; wolf-Mason was gorgeous. 

Katrina lifted her cup to me in a hearty “cheers” that was 
echoed around the living room. “Bait’s here, guys!” 

I hated that they called me Bait. They were all around Ollie’s 
age, which was eight years older than me, so I had always been the 
official jailbait, even though I was twenty-two now. 

“It’s been too long, kiddo!” Jordan and Nick rushed me like the 
beer-chugging frat guys they would never stop being, even at thirty. 
With silly grins on their faces, they crushed me between their 
bodies. 

“Not today, guys,” I protested to no avail. I was still a little 
queasy, and didn’t relish the suffocating squeeze. 

“But you’re my favorite dessert!” Nick countered. “I haven’t had 
an October sandwich cookie in weeks!” Nick reached around me 
and hugged Jordan, who was pressed up against my other side, 
squishing me too tight. The affection was innocent and sweet, but I 
silently prayed for the friendliness to be over as I faked a laugh I’m 
sure nobody bought. They double hugged me in what felt like a 
slow, public death while I tried not to hyperventilate. 

Mason growled, his hackles rising at my discomfort. I don’t 
know why it made me feel better, knowing someone got how 
uncomfortable this whole thing was for me. My friends had known 
me for ages, and Mason only a few days, yet he understood me 
better than they did. Even Ollie never intervened at these parties; 
he thought the baptism by fire way of being around all his friends 
might someday shake me out of my hermit routine. It was a sweet 
theory. 

“Hey, guys. How’s it going?” Once Nick and Jordan released me, 
I ran my fingers through Mason’s fur to assure him I was fine, and 
that this was all normal. He rubbed his side to my leg, standing 
sentry so the guys would think twice before trying that again. 

I had to put in a solid show of being social for Ollie’s sake. I 


knew it hurt him when I hid in my bedroom during parties. I made 
polite chitchat while Danny and Mariang stood in the doorway with 
wide eyes, surveying the scene. 

Von pumped his fist in the air in time with the eighties rock 
music Gabby always insisted upon, despite the current decade. “I 
didn’t know you were awesome, November!” Then he called over to 
Rachel, my red-headed friend who was always quick to hit on the 
new guy, “You there! Something’s wrong with this party if I’ve been 
here a whole minute and I don’t have a drink in my hand.” 

Rachel gleamed at the fresh meat I’d brought home for the kill, 
and poured him a drink that I’'d learned to muscle my way through 
long ago. 

Ten minutes later, Von and Rachel were making eyes and flirting 
on my couch. Marcus tried to insert himself into the mix. He was 
halfway to a state of drunkenness that usually took him two hours 
to devolve into. I wondered how long they’d all been here. 

So long as everyone obeyed my solitary rule of staying out of my 
bedroom, they could do what they wanted with the rest of the 
house. ’d made my peace with it long ago. The parties gave me a 
valid excuse to scrub the house from top to bottom. Ollie worried 
when I went on a cleaning binge for “no good reason,” so at least I 
got something out of the night, too. 

Gabby took it upon herself to bring the party together for a 
grand moment that always began with her standing on my coffee 
table. There was a reason I was never the one to invite them all to 
hang out at my house, and toe-prints on my coffee table were only 
one of them. “Everyone, I have a few things I’d like to say in honor 
of our dear friend, Oliver James Reese.” 

Ollie grinned through a few hoots at him being middle named 
by the girl he’d never been able to shake. 

She raised her bangled, mocha-colored hands to reclaim the 
attention. She was always good at that. “Ollie left us for bigger and 
better things in New York, and after five long years of searching for 
something more exciting than what we could give him, he’s decided 
at long last to come back home where he belongs!” She jumped off 
the table and wrapped her long arms and legs around Ollie, who 
kissed her in public —- a thing he only did if he was caught by 
surprise. The house exploded in hoots and cheers and good-natured 
jabs. 

My mouth hung open in shock. Ollie had only told me that he 


was coming back for a few days. I had no clue he’d even been 
thinking about moving home. I mean, he’d mentioned things at 
work were getting stressful, but I hadn’t realized it was that bad. 

He pulled his face back from Gabby’s devouring lips to cast me 
an apologetic look that he hadn’t talked to me first. 

I nodded, thunderstruck. My chest felt tight that Ollie had kept 
something this big from me. I plastered on my smile as I skirted 
around the living room, accidentally bumping into three of my 
friends before I slipped into the safety of my bedroom. 

Before I could lock the door, it opened. “Hey, October.” 

I turned to find Beto with that same familiar smile on his face. 
Mason sneaked in behind him and made to lie down in the corner 
of my room, feigning sleep. 

Beto had black hair, brown skin and a round face that was 
friendly to everyone. His jeans were faded and his flannel shirt was 
untucked. While everyone in the world felt much taller than I was, 
Beto had only an inch on me, which had been nice when we were 
dating in our constant loop of on-again and off-again. He leaned 
against the wall to take a breather from the noise of the party. 

“Hey, Beto. How’s it going?” 

“Oh, you know. Gabby.” He explained his presence in my home 
with a shrug. “Nice to see you. You’re looking good.” 

“You, too.” 

I didn’t feel the need to fill the silence, since he was the one 
with something to say. I gave him a few seconds to work up to 
whatever it was that had him shoving his hands in his pockets - a 
thing he did when he was nervous. My special casual guy was eight 
years older than me, so it was always a surprise when I made him 
nervous. “So, I don’t know if this is something I’m supposed to tell 
you or not, but in case it is, here you go. Jessica and I’ve been 
hanging out a lot, and it just started to turn into something.” He 
watched my face for a reaction, so I vowed not to give him 
anything more than the color draining from my face. “I didn’t want 
you to hear it from anyone else.” 

“Oh. Well, thanks for the heads up, I guess. Good for you. She’s 
great.” She was great. She was currently in my living room laughing 
at one of Nick’s “hilarious” jokes. I’d known her for years. The girls 
in our group did dinner and a movie once a month, and at the last 
one three weeks ago, she hadn’t said anything about hooking up 
with Beto. I guessed that it must’ve been only a few days they’d 


been flirting. “That’s great, Beto. Happy for you both. And thanks 
again for the heads up.” 

He kept his brown eyes averted, addressing the wall behind me 
instead of my face. “Yeah, I just got tired of waiting for you. If it 
was right, it would’ve happened by now, you know?” 

I nodded, guessing I should’ve seen this coming. Really I can’t 
believe he’d stuck around as long as he had. He’d always wanted to 
be exclusive and move forward onto more serious things, but I 
hadn’t wanted that. I wasn’t built for it. ’d kept him on hold for too 
long, and now I'd lost him. “Sounds logical.” 

“Cool. Jessica’s been freaking out for like, two months. She 
thinks you’re going to hate her.” 

“T don’t hate her.” My nose wrinkled. “Wait, two months? 
You’ve been together for two months? Beto, we broke it off, what? 
A month and a half ago?” 

He cleared his throat. “Yeah. There was a little overlap.” 

I was shocked, though maybe I shouldn’t have been. Maybe I 
should’ve known better. Maybe I shouldn’t have gotten as close as I 
did to Beto, which was still never close enough for him to be happy. 
“What do you want me to say to that?” 

Beto shrugged, his hands in his pockets. “I don’t expect you'll 
say anything. If you loved me, you’d get upset and tell me where I 
could go, but you don’t, so I know you'll be alright. I hurt your 
pride, not your heart.” 

I kept my glower to myself and swallowed down the anger that 
rose up in me. “I actually came in here to change, so I’m guessing 
your girlfriend would want you out there with her.” 

“That’s a nail on the head, then.” He touched his forehead in 
mild frustration, letting the politeness die between us so we could 
be real for a second. “Were you ever even a little serious about me? 
Was something more ever going to be in the cards for us?” 

“Honestly, Beto. You come in here, tell me you cheated on me 
with my friend, and because I don’t scream at you like you deserve, 
I didn’t...” 

“You can’t even say you loved me in a hypothetical situation! 
See? That’s what I’m talking about.” 

“T don’t deserve this,” I muttered, shaking my head. Instead of 
leaving, Beto closed the gap between us and wrapped me in a hug. I 
stiffened on instinct, but softened after a few seconds. Beto knew it 
took me a few seconds, and he gave them to me graciously, never 


taking offense. Now he had a real girlfriend who probably never 
hesitated with a hug. Come to think of it, Jessica wasn’t much of a 
hesitator, so I guessed Beto was far happier than he’d ever been 
with me. 

He exhaled as we squeezed each other. “I still love you, kid, 
even if you never loved me. I think about us all the time.” “Kid” 
was my other fabulous nickname. I wasn’t sure which one I hated 
more: Bait or kid. At least Beto had stopped calling me Bait when 
we were together. Bonus. 

“T’'m guessing you probably shouldn’t say stuff like that to me 
anymore. New girlfriend and all. And maybe don’t hug me.” I 
shrugged out of his embrace, realizing that him cheating on me 
meant I didn’t have to make myself be softer around him anymore. 

Beto’s thin lips hardened in a tight line. “Fine. I didn’t mean to 
hurt you, you know.” 

“Yeah, you did. You could’ve broken it off and then gone for 
her, but you had us both. Grade-A assjack behavior, and you know 
it.” 

“Whatever you think, I didn’t mean for it to get messy.” And just 
like that, Beto kissed me goodbye. It was a closed-mouth peck that 
brushed my lips, but it was laced with the final farewell I’d more 
than deserved. I wanted to push him away, but knew my violent 
tendencies weren’t my most mature qualities. I could feel Beto’s 
germs now, festering on my mouth where he’d kissed me. I'd 
worked hard to erase the amoebas that coated him when we’d first 
started dating, but now all that progress was lost. 

After Beto left, I sat on my bed and just stared at the wall for a 
solid three minutes. I willed the waves of emotion to die down so I 
could show my face to Jessica without tearstains marking up the 
happiness I was supposed to pull out of thin air for her. Two 
months meant two movie nights we’d gone to with her having been 
with Beto the whole time. I felt like such a child for missing him, 
and for saying so at that first movie night to the girls after our last 
breakup. They’d been sympathetic, but now I knew it was pity. I’d 
never had much of a stomach for being pitied. 

Mason hopped up onto the bed and laid down next to me, his 
head in my lap. I could feel that slow trickle of negative emotion 
draining, and was grateful for the boost. I was so much younger 
than any of my friends. It made things like crying not an option. 
Mason picked his head up and licked my cheek. “Thanks, buddy. 


You’re a good boy.” I buried my face into his fur. We both sighed 
contentedly when he looped his nose over my shoulder and my 
arms encircled him. “It’s fine,” I assured us. “It’s all fine. Beto 
should be with someone who can make him happy. Aside from the 
relationship stacking, he’s a good guy. I’m really fine.” 

Mason snorted his objection, and I giggled softly. 

“Yeah, that was a lie, but I’m trying, here. Don’t tell anyone, 
okay? Totally embarrassing to be cheated on.” 

Mason nuzzled the top of his head to my forehead, and I knew 
that he got me. He understood the pride that ran deeper than the 
hurt of the moment. 


Thirty-Five. 
Hello Ollie, 
Goodbye Beto 


\\) and Danny let themselves into my room a 


few minutes later, breaking us out of our reverie. 
Mariang gave a startled, “Oh! I’m sorry. I didn’t realize 
you two were...” She sounded like she’d caught Mason 


and me in the middle of a naked tryst. 

“Is Oliver staying here?” Danny asked without preamble. 
“Because if he is, we have to decide whether or not you want him 
brought in on all this.” 

Mason hopped down from the bed and sat at attention next to 
my feet. I blinked at the two, trying to force my brain to form 
words that made sense. “I... um...” 

Mariang sat on my bed next to me. “Your friends seem lovely. So 
fun and positively delightful. I adore Jessica and Gabby.” 

I pulled on my fingers as I nodded. “They’re great. Gabby will 
love you for sure. She’s my closest friend here. Super up for 
anything, and real nice.” 

“T told Von to get his arse in here. Lazy, good for nothing...” 
Danny ducked out of the room with Mason, leaving me with 
Mariang. 

She bumped her shoulder to mine. “What was that guy doing in 
here? Are you two dating?” 

Mariang was sweet. She was doing such a good job at making an 


effort with me, and I was a mute bump on a log. I sat up straighter 
and smiled at her. “No. We used to date, but he’s seeing Jessica 
now, actually.” 

Mariang’s face soured. “Oh. Really? Isn’t that uncomfortable? 
Her dating your ex-boyfriend?” 

I kept my smile in place, though all I wanted out of life was to 
hide somewhere in my shame and take a nap. “Beto was never my 
boyfriend. We just dated on and off. They’re better together. No big 
deal.” 

“Oh. Are any of those guys out there your boyfriend?” 

“No. I only ever dated Beto, and that’s long over. I work a lot, so 
I don’t have a ton of time for a social life. Gabby brings the social 
life to me when I get too preoccupied. She’s good like that.” 

“The prison keeps you that busy?” 

“Yeah. I work a lot of overtime. Not a ton of people want my 
job, so I go from the men’s facility to the women’s whenever they 
have extra hours.” 

“How much did you work?” 

Did. That one hit me hard. I would have to put in my two weeks, 
and was dreading it. “Ten to twelve hour days, six days a week. I 
took this weekend off to spend with Ollie. Not much time for a 
boyfriend. Probably similar to the hours we’re going to be working 
doing the death thing.” 

Danny shoved Von into the bedroom, and Mason followed 
behind. Danny locked the five of us in with a frown. “If you’d come 
up for air for two seconds, you’d know that our situation is 
changing. If Oliver’s staying here, we have to decide if it’s worth it 
to tell him everything, or if we can hide it easy enough.” 

Von was still coming out of his horny flirty haze, but he tried to 
be in the conversation. “You want to weigh in, Peach?” 

“T don’t know what Ollie’s situation is. I don’t have a clue why 
he’s moving home. I just found out when you all did.” 

“Will he be living here?” Danny asked, his arms crossed over his 
chest. 

“I would assume so. I mean, it’s our house. Ollie, Allie and I 
bought it together and shared it until they moved. I’m not asking 
him to live somewhere else, if that’s what you’re getting at.” 

“Okay. Find out the details tonight, and we can make a plan in 
the morning, yeah?” Danny reached for Mariang, and I saw her take 
a deeper breath at the contact he offered. “Come on. You haven’t 


eaten enough. Mason? Von? I could use some help checking the 
perimeter. Too many bodies moving about; I don’t like it.” 

They all left, and I slumped on the bed, indulging in a few 
minutes to collect myself. A few minutes gave way to ten, and I 
found myself lying down on my pillow when the door cracked open 
and shut again. 


Thirty-Six. 
Baby Bird 


“N 
ovember,” Von whispered. “I think I’m going 


to take off with your friend, Katrina.” 

I picked up my head to glance back at Von over my shoulder, 
but didn’t otherwise get up from my bed to greet him. “I thought 
you were chatting up Rachel.” 

“Yeah, she called me ‘honey’ halfway through. Too 
relationshippy, so I jumped ship. I was thinking of going home with 
Katrina. That alright?” 

“Totally cool, so long as you don’t vamp out on her. Katrina’s 
kind of the queen bee of the group. She likes to take the new guys 
for a test drive first. I can’t believe Rachel actually got first crack at 
you and blew her chance.” 

“You make me sound like a baseball card.” I couldn’t tell if Von 
sounded amused or mildly offended. 

“To them, that’s exactly what you are. Enjoy being the shiny 
new toy.” 

“Oh, I intend to enjoy every bit of Katrina tonight.” 

“See you at seven tomorrow morning.” I rolled over, expecting 
him to leave when my back was to him. 

I didn’t anticipate him sitting on the bed next to me, resting 
against my oak headboard as he resituated the spare pillow at his 
back. He ran his hand over my shoulder, and I could feel a small 
amount of my melancholy lifting. “Danny practically feeds Mariang 
like she’s a baby bird. Am I supposed to do that for you?” 


“How about you don’t ask me ludicrous questions, and I won’t 
have to think up a clever way to tell you to never, ever suggest that 
idea to me again.” 

“Okay, good. I mean, they’ve got their whole connection thing 
going strong, and more power to them, but I don’t want to have to 
keep track of how often a girl eats.” 

“You’re off the hook. Thanks for this, though. It’s been a day. 
And don’t tell Danny I needed it. He seems like a gloater.” Von’s 
hand on my shoulder felt right in a way no one’s ever had before. It 
must’ve been the whole Omen-Reaper connection thing. 

Von let silence fall for a few beats before speaking quietly. 
“Danny told you I used to work as a prostitute. You aren’t curious 
about that? You haven’t been treating me any different today. I was 
expecting to be the leper.” 

“Do you want me to ask you about it?” 

“No. I don’t like people knowing, but it seems to be the first 
thing my brother mentions.” 

“Danny’s a tool. If you want to talk to me about it, you can. But 
I’m not going to press you about something you didn’t even tell me 
in the first place. It’s your business. I’m here when you need to talk, 
and even if you don’t.” 

“Thanks.” Von seemed relieved, exhaling tension I didn’t realize 
he’d been carrying around. “This party’s stressing you out, yeah? 
Doesn’t really seem like your friends know you all that well.” 

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I nodded. “I’m eight years 
younger than all of them, so they’re not really sure what to do with 
me. They love Ollie and Allie, and I come with the package.” 

“They seem to like you well enough.” Von slid down on the 
mattress next to me, his hand brushing from my shoulder to my hip 
and back again as he spooned me. I normally didn’t go for the 
whole cuddling thing, but the pulling was a relief I couldn’t afford 
to brush off. I deflated, letting out a tired sigh I’'d been keeping in 
for who knows how long. 

“Thanks. ’'m fine. You don’t have to baby bird me. They’ll go 
home around two. They always do.” 

“Danny will be here, so if you need anything, ask him for one of 
Mariang’s worms. Mason, too.” 

I sniggered, but then quickly bit off anything that could be 
construed as mocking Mariang. “For the record, I like her a lot. But 
yeah, they’re intense.” 


“Oh, make no mistake, I love her. I’m on the fence about my 
brother, but Mariang’s an absolute gem. A sister if I ever had one.” 

“Do you have any sisters?” I knew next to nothing about the guy 
stroking my hip. 

“Just brothers. Six of us.” 

“Holy crap! Seriously? Your mother must be amazing to keep up 
with all of you.” I relaxed into him as his body curled around mine. 
Beto had tried spooning me a few times, but I couldn’t unwind, so I 
always found a reason to get up and leave a few minutes into the 
snuggle. The slow drip of my sadness was steadily leaking out of me 
and into Von, and though I didn’t know him all that well, I was glad 
he was there. 

“Mum’s a saint, that’s for sure. When you meet her, be sure to 
tell her and all my brothers what a brilliant Death Reaper I am. I 
mean, really ham it up and sell it to the cheap seats.” 

“How about, ‘Mrs. Von’s Mom, how you gave birth to such a 
wonderful boy is beyond me. Tell me the wisdom of your ways so I 
can take notes on how to raise such a responsible, kind, and well- 
mannered young man.”” 

“Perfect. If you could add in something about my strong jawline, 
I'd be grateful.” 

“Making a mental note as we speak.” 

“Speaking of which, I haven’t called them in a couple days. The 
natives get restless if they don’t have their big brother to answer to. 
Give the twins a good ear-bashing just for the fun of it.” He pulled 
out his phone and hit one of the speed dials. 

I laughed through my nose. “Oh, yes. ’m sure you’re terrifying 
when you’re crossed. You probably throw out all kinds of bottom 
drawer words like ‘poppycock’ and ‘balderdash’.” 

“Tm perfectly terrifying when I need to be, love.” His hand 
rested on my hip while he waited for the call to connect. It was 
wrong how right his hand felt there — how easy it was all coming. 

“Hey, Boston. How badly did you miss your dear old brother? 
...Oh yeah? Up yours, too.” Von laughed and settled into some 
mildly crude banter with his brother that relaxed him as his thumb 
mindlessly stroked the curve from my hip to my waist. When Von 
switched to talking to the next brother, his tone shifted from trash- 
talking antagonizer to normal older brother. “Pulling’s not so bad. 
I’m hungry all the time, but I get to stare at a fiery little crumpet all 
day long, so there’s nothing to complain about. ...Oh yes, very 


pretty. A ten if ever I saw one.” We shared a sweet smile when I 
rolled onto my back to shoot up a look of gratitude at him for the 
compliment. I mean, pretty? The only compliments I usually got 
were about my work ethic, or gross ones about my body that 
weren’t worth repeating. He talked with Boston’s twin named 
Bishop a few more minutes about Omen work before putting his 
brother on hold so he could talk to me. “Have to use the bathroom. 
Entertain Bishop for me for a minute?” 

My eyes widened that he was letting me into his world so easily 
and without any request on my end. I mean, so far they’d been 
infiltrating my world with no reciprocation expected. I carefully 
took Von’s phone and wiped it off, making sure to hold it half an 
inch from my face so I didn’t get his mouth or ear germs on me. 
Ears were not always the cleanest area on a person, and I couldn’t 
be sure about Von’s. Von watched me with eyebrows furrowed as 
he stood next to the bed. “Hello, this is October.” 

“Truly? You’re the new Omen? Lady October, it’s an honor.” The 
voice on the other end sounded like a more polite version of Von, 
though that wasn’t saying much. 

“Oh, none of that ‘Lady October’ nonsense. You’re Von’s brother. 
With how much time [ll be spending with him during the work 
day, I’m sure we’ll be old friends in no time.” I caught Von’s smile 
that told me how grateful he was that I was making an effort with 
his family. I waved him out of the room so he could use the 
bathroom. 

“Friends with the new Omen? Wicked.” Bishop called over his 
shoulder to his brother. “Eh, Bos? I’m friends with the new Omen. 
That’s right. Now who’s the king of the flat?” 

“You can tell him I said you sounded taller than him, too, if that 
helps secure your ‘king of the flat’ position.” 

“Now I really like you,” Bishop laughed. “What’s it like, 
breaking into a new job like that? Mariang always talks about how 
exhausted the whole thing leaves her. That you, too?” 

“T would say that it’s a breeze, but I’m talking to you from my 
bed, so I guess exhausting’s a good word for it.” 

“Von mentioned that you didn’t know anything about Terraway 
before this. How’s that settling?” 

“Oh, you know, it’s not. I have no idea what I’m doing or which 
magical creature’s going to fart on me next.” 

Bishop snorted through his laugh at my unexpected joke. “Here’s 


hoping it’s not Von.” 

“From your lips to God’s ears, dude.” 

Bishop sounded like he was given to smiling without needing a 
piano to fall on someone else’s head to enjoy a good laugh. “You 
sound like an American, ‘dude’.” 

I waved my hand around in the air. “We’re wasting valuable 
time, here. Von’s in the other room. Give me the dirt on him. 
Something I can use as leverage when he starts being a pain.” 

“He hasn’t started yet? You must be very pretty, then.” 

I rolled my eyes with an “Oh, brother” smirk while he thought 
for a second. 

“He hates lighting his cigars with matches. Has a whole rant 
about the leaves not burning as evenly or some poppycock.” 

I buttoned my lips through my slight giggle that Bishop had 
used the word “poppycock”. “Is that so?” 

“He only uses a lighter, so if he’s being a pain, nick his and 
watch him get mad as a bag of ferrets.” 

“This is good. You’re starting to become my favorite of Von’s 
brothers. Though, you’ve only got Danny for competition so far.” 

“Oh, his paintings. He keeps a boring one on his easel, but what 
he’s really working on is behind it. He doesn’t like people to see his 
paintings, not the unfinished ones, anyways.” 

“Decoy paintings. Got it. Keep them coming.” 

Bishop’s voice turned wistful. “Von paints these perfect portraits, 
you know. I mean, not just how the person looks in a photograph, 
but how they look to him. He did one of me and one of Boston for 
Mum to hang in the hallway when we moved out. We’re identical, 
but the portraits of us are somehow totally different. It’s unreal.” 

Bishop talked for a few more minutes about the differences in 
the details of the two portraits until Von came back, sliding into the 
bed with me. He was on his side, propped up on his elbow and 
staring down at my supine form while I laughed at Bishop’s jokes 
and told a few of my own. Von’s palm rested across my stomach, 
which was way more intimate than I’'d been expecting, but I much 
preferred that to him touching my hand. I don’t know why my 
stomach seemed to purr for his touch, but unbidden swirls of 
sensation rose up where his hand lay. “Okay, Von’s getting 
impatient. Here’s your brother back.” 

I wiped off the phone again before I handed it to him. Though I 
hadn’t put my face on it, my germs had been near enough. Von 


chatted for a few minutes after rolling me onto my side again so he 
could spoon me and pull out my stress while he caught up with his 
twin brothers. When he hung up, he set the phone behind him on 
my nightstand and curled his arm around my stomach again, giving 
the butterflies something to flutter around. “Sorry. That took longer 
than I thought.” 

“It’s fine. I like hearing you be happy. Much better than you 
being smarmy to deflect, or polite when Danny runs you down. You 
love your brothers.” 

“T do.” He was thoughtful a few beats as he lightly rubbed my 
arm, turning the soothing touch into a gentle massage. “Do you take 
anything for your OCD?” 

“Does that fall under the baby bird category? I think it might.” 

“Bollocks. You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m just having a difficult time 
getting a read on it. Sometimes you’re completely normal, and other 
times I see how hindered you are. It feels like it comes and goes. I 
always thought OCD made your ticks non-negotiable, but 
sometimes yours are gone completely. I don’t understand.” 

I bit down on my lower lip at the fact that I wasn’t doing a 
perfect job at fending off the crazy. “I’m amazing at faking normal. 
I do my best to keep myself functional. Sometimes I hit it on the 
nose, and other times I couldn’t find normal with a roadmap.” My 
voice quieted with the admission I didn’t want to make. “The 
pulling thing you and Mason do seems to be helping.” 

Von stroked my navel, making my _ eyelashes flutter 
involuntarily. “This Omen-Reaper bond is no joke. Sorry if ’m 
hovering. It just feels better when I’m near you.” He buried his face 
in the pillow. “I’m truly not making a pass at you. That came out all 
wrong. I just meant that I finally understand why Danny gets 
anxious if he’s away from Mariang too long. I think I’m calming 
myself down more than I am you. Push me off the bed if ’'m a 
bother. I honestly don’t understand what I’m doing anymore.” 

I waited a few beats to make sure his stammering was over. “No, 
I get it. If you could do me a favor and not be close in public, 
though, I’d appreciate it. I’m not... I don’t... This right here? Not 
normal for me, and I don’t want my friends to think I’m throwing 
myself at the new hottie, or that any of the guys out there are 
welcome to come lie next to me in my bed. My bedroom is off- 
limits to them. This is my one safe place, and I don’t like them in 
it.” Maybe that was mean, but it was the only thing I insisted on. 


“T completely understand. I don’t want Katrina thinking I’m 
going to hold her like this tonight, either. Unrealistic expectations. 
You’re turning me from a sex king into a cuddler, and I’d rather 
keep that little secret behind closed doors.” 

I reached behind me and stroked his cheek, proud of myself for 
ignoring the germs. “Well, for what it’s worth, you look like the 
type to go all night, Cuddle King. I’ll keep this part of you all to 
myself any day.” 

He kissed the back of my shoulder, sending goosebumps down 
my spine. “What were we talking about? Right, your OCD.” 

“It’s fine. It’s manageable. I made it through all that mud in 
Terraway, didn’t I?” I sighed, relaxing into the cuddle he was very 
free with. “Look, everyone out there calls me either kid or Bait. If 
you want this to work, you can’t treat me like I’m a child. I’ve got 
enough of that going on. I can handle myself and take my own 
meds.” 

“Understood.” He sniggered softly and started rubbing my bicep 
with gentle fingers and steady pressure. “Bait. That’s brilliant.” 

I reached for an abrupt change of topic. “By the way, Katrina’s 
thing is to steal one pair of underwear from each guy she sleeps 
with to add to her collection. Hope you brought a spare.” 

“Ah. A challenge. Thanks for the heads up.” 

“That feels awesome, by the way,” I said of the massage. I’d 
never had one before, and though my natural distrust of touch ran 
deep, Von was learning whatever loophole existed that let the 
therapeutic contact be possible for me. Despite everything, I was 
grateful for him in that moment. “I’ll be sure to send an A-plus 
rating to your supervisor or whoever.” 

“You’re like, a ball of tension.” 

“T’m fine.” 

“Do you have a dollar?” he asked. 

“Sure, but not for you. Why?” 

“Y’'m buying you a jar. Every time you say ‘I’m fine’, you have to 
put a dollar in the Denial Jar.” 

“That goes double for you every time you say something sleazy.” 

“Are you having a laugh? Nobody’s that rich.” We chuckled 
together, and I felt infinitely better than I had before he laid down 
with me. “You think you’ll be able to sleep tonight?” 

“That’s the thing about nighttime. I’ll be fine.” 

He squeezed my hip as he pressed another kiss to the back of my 


shoulder, and I smiled, despite myself, as goosebumps broke out on 
my arms. “That’s two dollars, love.” 


Thirty-Seven. 
Dream Guy in Paris 


O,.. and Gabby spent the night in his room. I 


donated my bed to Danny and Mariang, who looked like 
they needed about a week of sleep. Since Allie’s old 
room had been converted into an office, that left me and 
Mason with the living room, which was where I wanted 
to be anyway. My friends were nice, but they were pigs. 
I wouldn’t have been able to sleep knowing the state 
they’d left my house in. I scrubbed, dusted, washed and 
organized until four in the morning, when I finally gave 
in to my exhaustion. The carpet needed a good 
vacuuming and probably a deep cleaning, but that 
would have to wait until morning so I didn’t wake the 
house. 

Mason woke up from the sofa he’d been snoozing on, shooting 
me a look of scolding with his wolfy eyes. I’d pretended to fall 
asleep on the couch a while ago, waiting for him to doze off before 
I went back to my housework. “Don’t look at me like that. If I don’t 
clean the house, no one will.” He responded by nudging me toward 
the couch, corralling me like a sheepdog. “Alright, alright. I was 
finished anyway.” 

I debated sleeping on the couch, but opted for the soft carpet of 
the living room instead. I draped a blanket on the floor and laid 


down. As much as I didn’t want to sleep on the floor of my own 
house, it tugged at my heart that Mason was worlds away from his 
home, and probably could use the comfort of someplace soft to rest 
his head. The Omen-Reaper bond was setting itself in deep, so much 
that I could feel small forlorn swings of Mason missing his home. 

Mason placed his paw on the couch in confusion. “There’s not 
enough room on the sofa for the both of us. You can have the couch 
tonight. It’s softer than the floor,” I explained, pulling a throw 
pillow down to rest my head on. I expected Mason to hop up on the 
couch, but he surprised me by worming his head under my arm. He 
gave my face a few licks and rolled on his back, telling me that he’d 
rather sleep with me on the floor than alone in a more comfortable 
place. My arm stretched across to rub his tummy, and just as it had 
been with Von when we'd laid in bed together, something in me 
clicked — felt right - now that Mason was near. We both sighed 
contentedly at the contact. I tried not to examine the oddity too 
thoroughly as I pressed my face into his luxurious fur just to get a 
little closer. “Mm, so cozy. This is nice.” 

He responded by licking my cheek and grinding his head to 
mine to ensure there wasn’t a millimeter of space between us. I 
couldn’t help but love my new dog. 

My eyelids didn’t need any coercion to close. I was content to 
sleep on the floor with all the feet germs if I had my teddy bear 
with me. I nuzzled my face in Mason’s neck and breathed more 
peacefully than I had in hours. 

My dream was mundane, but since life had been so surreal, I 
welcomed watching two squirrels share an acorn at the base of the 
Eiffel Tower. I’d always wanted to go to Paris, but there were more 
important things to do than traveling. “I’ve got my whole life to see 
the world,” I told the squirrels, who chittered at me like they knew 
better. 

“Your whole life, eh?” a man in my dream asked from behind 
me. 

I looked up, squinting through the sun’s rays that lit the thirty- 
something man from behind like an angel. He had white-blond hair 
and a mouthful of gleaming straight teeth. “Oh, hi.” I didn’t know 
what to say to the pretty guy who was clearly a figment of my 
imagination. I usually conjured up the tall, dark hair and handsome 
type in my dreams. Ian Somerhalder couldn’t get enough of me in 
my dream life. This was a new one, for sure. I usually didn’t need to 


banter with dream guys, either. They thought I was pretty, and I let 
them think it, not needing many words to get down and dirty. 

Don’t judge me. It’s a friggin’ dream, no doubt brought on by my 
usual daily routine of solitude and celibacy. 

I was surprised when blond guy sat down next to me in the short 
grass that had been freshly mowed. “Do you come here a lot?” he 
asked. 

I laughed at the “Come here often” pickup line I didn’t think I 
would put in my dream of my own volition. “Not usually. I wanted 
somewhere very far away tonight.” 

“Far from where?” 

“From my house.” 

He brushed his shoulder to mine, and I let him. “Where’s your 
house?” 

“Not here. I don’t have to think about there right now. I’ve got 
squirrels and a tower. What more could a girl want?” 

“T was just wondering that exact thing. What do you want?” 

“More of this. It gets me through until I find something real.” I 
leaned into his side, my hand playing with the buttons on his white 
dress shirt. 

Yes, I was being forward, but this was a dream guy. He was my 
distraction, so I let myself be distracted from the drama of the past 
few days. He had a dimple in his square chin that grew more 
pronounced with my simple seduction. 

“T can be real.” He looked like he was debating something, but 
smiled when his thumb made the decision and landed on my cheek. 
He seemed surprised when I leaned into his touch, like he’d been 
starved for simple contact. My dream guys weren’t usually so 
unsure of themselves. 

He relaxed when I dragged my lips against his thumb. His wide 
smile curled the corners of his lips like a Cheshire cat as he 
breathed, “This is going to be easier than I thought.” 


Thirty-Eight. 
Welcome to Bev’s 
House 


W... felt like ten minutes later, my eyes opened 


again, and it was already morning time. Ollie and Gabby 
would sleep in, but Danny was on task, rising early to 
start his day with the first shower. I said goodbye to my 
dreamy makeout buddy and kissed the side of Mason’s 
muzzle when he stirred. “Go back to sleep, baby.” I took 
the second shower while Danny dressed and started to 


make breakfast for himself and Mariang. 

Danny and I moved soundlessly around the kitchen, cracking 
eggs and shoving bread in the toaster. Neither of us preferred to 
speak in the morning, so we actually got along fairly well. We 
chewed in silence while he leafed through the paper and I read a 
medical journal that updated weekly on my Kindle. It was nice, 
actually. Danny and I got along just fine when we didn’t need to 
risk talking and pissing the other one off. Mason moseyed in and 
laid on my feet, making me feel the perfect amount of cozy and 
relaxed. I was starting to come around on this whole pulling 
business. 

When seven o’clock hit, Mariang, Danny and I were fed, dressed 
and ready to go, but Von was still gone. “Let’s just go,” I said. “T’ll 
shadow you today. Learn instead of do. Von can meet us when he 


wakes up.” 

Danny was livid after checking his phone and finding a text from 
Von there. “Of course this is how he treats the most prestigious job 
our kind can get. Of course he flakes the first week in. He’s saying 
something came up, and we should start without him. He’ll call 
when he can meet us.” He put his hand on his forehead. “Mason, 
you’re up. You'll need to turn human for today, which means a 
shower and normal Topsider clothing. We’ll grab the stone first, and 
then reap as many souls as we can.” 

Mason scampered into the bathroom with one of the shopping 
bags he’d bought with Ezra, but returned with a whine. 

“Do you know how to work the shower?” I asked, bending down 
to kiss his cheek and give him a good scratch behind the ears. I 
trotted to the bathroom and turned on the faucet for him, testing 
the temperature. I closed the door behind me as I walked out of the 
bathroom, giving him the privacy to mutate back into a human (or 
Matruculan. Or wizard. Or whatever). 

Danny was still shoving his face with food when Mason emerged 
from the bathroom, fully human and fully clothed. I probably 
shouldn’t have been bummed that my dog was gone. Mason wore a 
pair of nice, dark blue jeans and a white polo shirt, his seven long 
dreads pulled back with a leather lace to reveal his half inch-long 
caramel beard and piercing slate eyes. 

As Mason slid on his black steel-toed boots, I pulled up a mental 
list of everything I’d done to wolf-Mason that would be totally 
inappropriate now that he was a person. I’d ran my hands through 
his hair, spooned him, let him kiss my face, called him “baby”, 
kissed his neck and stroked his belly. My face turned crimson on 
that last one. I snatched up my keys and all but ran toward the 
garage. 

Mason blocked me, his gray eyes kind but firm. “Now that I’m 
human again, I need to look at your hands.” 

“Come again?” 

“The scrapes on your hands. I need to dress the wounds you 
keep giving yourself. Make sure they’ll heal properly.” 

“T’m fine. We should get going.” 

Mason moved to the bathroom and held open the door, giving 
me a stern look that left no room for arguing. 

My shoulders slumped. “Yeah, okay. But not here and not now. 
Ollie could wake up any second, and I don’t want to explain you to 


him. I’ll take the first aid kid with us, and you can take a look when 
we get where we're going.” 

When the four of us got into my car, I left a large gap in the 
backseat between Mason and me that was hopefully big enough to 
hold all my embarrassment. He’d seen Beto dump me. He’d hugged 
me in his wolfy way. I couldn’t look at him; I was so ashamed. 

I directed Danny to Bev’s trailer park, noting the familiar knot in 
my gut that twisted as we reached the entrance. “Park in the guest 
lot. Pll walk from here.” 

“Ts it far?” 

“Not too.” 

“Then show me which one’s her house, and I’ll drive us there.” 

“No.” 

Danny looked at me in the rearview mirror, dropping Mariang’s 
hand he’d been holding the whole drive. “No? What makes you 
think we’ll just wing it with something as big as the lost sagrado 
stone on the line? Prince Langgam knows where your mum’s house 
is. He followed you there before. I’ll drive this car off a cliff before I 
let his dad get his slimy hands on the stone. We do this together, 
October. That’s the only way of it.” 

“No. This is my mama’s house. My stupid magic rock. My call.” 

Danny turned around in his seat to face me. “You think you can 
be stubborn? Wait until the heads of the nations get impatient. You 
don’t want us in your childhood home? I think you don’t want 
Prince Langgam’s bugs crawling all over it. I think you don’t want 
to explain King Kabayo to the neighbors.” 

I closed my eyes and leaned my head back in defeat. “I hate you 
so much right now.” I sighed through my anxiety, which was ping- 
ponging around inside me. “Fine. But you all stay outside. ’m 
serious. You pretty much moved into my house and I didn’t get a 
say in it. You don’t get to see where I grew up.” 

“You don’t get to put your foot down about anything anymore.” 
Danny held tight to his bossy personality, which was made worse 
by Von’s disappearing act. It was like because Von went rogue, 
Danny expected we all would. 

Mariang placed her hand on Danny’s. “Danny, be nice. How 
would you feel if strangers invaded your space? This is her 
childhood home. It’s sacred. Probably full of happy memories she 
doesn’t want tarnished with Terraway’s drama.” 

Mariang was sweet. Wrong, but sweet. “It’s not that. Thanks, 


though. I...” The air was suddenly too thick to pull in a full breath. I 
could smell the garbage as I pointed Danny to the street I’d ridden 
my rusty bike down too many times to count. I scratched at the 
backs of my hands as my chest heaved. “I'll just go in and grab it. 
I’m pretty sure I know which rock you’re talking about. I...” I shook 
my head when Mariang turned around in her seat to put her hand 
on my knee. “Please don’t come in with me! Please don’t make me 
show you where I lived!” 

“Whoa. Danny, something big’s coming off her.” Mason said as 
he touched my back. 

“You think?” Danny’s eyebrows were furrowed, making the 
square shape of his head look more like the monster of Frankenstein 
than usual. “October, what’s the problem? Why are you being like 
this?” 

“Tm freaking out! Mariang can’t come inside. She’s used to the 
mansion and a servant, and this isn’t...” 

“Oh, October. I don’t care about any of that. Please don’t think 
me a snob.” 

I thought about all the sharp edges, the unsafe places to walk, 
the maggots and the mold corrupting such a sweet and pure girl. 
“Tt’s not safe for her inside. You care about her safety? She stays 
here.” 

“Okay, now I’m worried.” Danny gripped the steering wheel as 
he parked in the space outside of Bev’s trailer. “Do I need to phone 
for more Duwendes? Do we need more security or something?” 

I shook my head as it hung low, my elbows resting on my knees 
as I tried to steady my breath. “Please don’t make me do this. 
Please, Danny. I’ve been a good soldier, learning the ropes. Didn’t I 
do a good job yesterday?” 

“You were incredible yesterday.” 

“Please just give me this.” 

Danny watched me scrape at my hands in utter confusion. “If it’s 
not safe for Mariang, I can take that into consideration. She can stay 
locked in the car while Mason and I go in with you.” He held up his 
hands when I cast him what I’m sure was my most pitiful 
expression. “Look, it’s the best I can do. We need this rock, but we 
also need you in one piece. I can’t let you out of my sight until 
we’re more caught up. We got a decent head start yesterday with all 
those extra souls. You’re doing real good, kid. But I can’t slack off 
on the job now. This is important.” 


I was glad Bev wasn’t home. I knew she would be answering 
phones at the real estate office, so at least there was one less issue 
to deal with. 

Danny and Mason got out of the car, but my feet were frozen to 
the floor. Mason walked around the car and cracked the door for 
me so he could kneel in the opening. His eyes were filled with 
compassion I didn’t want to feel. “Hey. What are we about to walk 
in on? You’re making me nervous.” He rubbed my forearms, and I 
felt that steady trickle of the tension starting to release, but it was 
like a pinprick on the bottom of a swimming pool. It barely made a 
dent in the angst that had me by the throat. 

“Please don’t make me do this,” I begged in a whisper. “This 
isn’t me. I’m not this place. I escaped Bev and her trailer. I got out. I 
don’t want to show you how bad it all was. You won’t understand 
that it’s a sickness. You’ll judge her and me, and I don’t need that in 
my life.” 

Mason’s hands were firm but gentle as he pulled me out of the 
car, ignoring my noise of distress. My movements were stiff and 
hesitant, but his were fluid. He tapped his finger under my chin so I 
had to look up into his compassionate and discerning eyes. “You’re 
really that afraid?” 

“That’s the thing about being pushed to the end of your rope.” 

Mason’s mouth drew to the side beneath his short beard as he 
looked me over. “Listen to me. I can tell when people are at the end 
of their rope. I’ve got a sixth sense about it. It’s one of the things 
that made me a good ruler, once upon a time.” His finger under my 
chin pulled me closer, like a fish on a lure. My heart rate began to 
pick up speed as I let myself be drawn closer. His voice was low and 
steady, while I was aflutter. “You, my October, are not at the end of 
your rope. You’ve got miles of rope before someone like you’s 
defeated.” He thumbed my lower lip, and my eyelashes fluttered 
shut through the swoon that utterly confused me. He smelled like 
pine and patchouli, and very, very masculine. 

I could feel his breath on my nose. His voice lowered to a barely 
audible command between us. “And you can stop avoiding me. If 
you love me in my wolf form, you can do better than barely look at 
me when I’m a man. We’re the same animal.” He brought my face 
forward and kissed my cheek. My blood pounded around the spot 
his lips caressed. It was nothing like Von’s flirty remarks he doled 
out like party favors. Mason’s lips on my cheek had intent. Intent 


that made me want to draw closer instead of pull back, which was 
an entirely new concept for me. “There’s nothing in there that’ll 
make me run away from my duty to you, so let’s get on with it. ’m 
by your side.” 

I gulped when his hand drifted from my chin down my side to 
wrap around my hips. It was boyfriendy, and I wasn’t sure how I 
felt about that. I heard a low growl to my left, and knew my 
favorite pit bull was watching from his yard. Sandy didn’t much like 
strangers. 

“Okay. Thanks.” I extracted myself from the closeness and 
popped the trunk. I pulled out a pair of my hospital gloves from the 
box, offering some to the men. “You’ll want them. Trust me.” I 
tucked my pants into my socks, wishing Sandy would come out 
from his yard to greet me with a quick moral support snuggle. He 
was watching from beside his house, his body half shrouded in 
shadow so he could growl and unnerve the newcomers. 

They each took a pair of hospital gloves while exchanging wary 
looks. “This is necessary?” Danny inquired, flummoxed. 

I didn’t answer, but whirled on them before I took another step. 
“IT want your word that you won’t talk about what you see in here. I 
mean it. Not to Ezra especially.” 

Danny wasn’t in the mood to be bossed around. “You don’t get 
to lay down any kind of rules.” 

“T just did. Ezra finds out about this, and I stop reaping today. 
You two decide how many people in Terraway get fed. I won’t ruin 
the best thing that’s ever happened to Bev.” 

Mason held up his hands. “Okay. That’s fine. We can keep what 
we see to ourselves.” 

With my heart pounding, I moved forward to the house, 
unlocking the front door and saying a quick prayer that somehow 
the maggots had magically cleaned up the mess in my sleep. 


Thirty-Nine. 
Witnesses to Bev’s 
Madness 


I didn’t glance behind me to see Danny or Mason’s 


reaction. I didn’t want to see the looks of horror. “Stay 
back,” I warned. I conjured up the image of my favorite 
horror movie star to move through the mess with me. 
Imaginary Bruce Campbell and I stepped carefully 
through the chaos, and not once did he judge me. Bruce 
knew that sometimes life got messy, and he was always 
cool. “You don’t know how to maneuver the mess. 
Certain spots are dodgy. Some of the rats ate away at 
the flooring, and the cat urine’s soaked through too 
much to be sturdy if you don’t know where to step. I 
don’t want you falling through, so just stay where you 
are.” 

I could hear the shock and revulsion in Danny’s voice. “October, 
we'll call for help. This is too much to sort through in a day.” 

“Tf I find the rock in here, can you tell by looking if it’s the right 
one?” 

“Of course.” Danny’s voice was responsive, but I could tell he 
was still taking it in, letting the waves of horror-laced astonishment 
crash over him. “How did you live in this?” 


“Very carefully.” 

“And Bev lives here? This is how Ezra’s fiancée lives?” 

“Yup.” I heard something shift behind me. “Be careful, guys. 
Seriously. Just stand in the entrance. Bev can tell if you move her 
stuff. She’ll beat me something awful if she finds out I’ve been 
touching her ‘special things’, so do me a solid and stay put.” 

Mason’s reply was sharp. “Your mother beats you?” 

I winced at my slip. “Not so much anymore. I know how to 
defend myself, so she doesn’t get too many hits in. It’s fine.” 

“How can she find anything in this? October, the rubbish is piled 
to the ceiling! It’s an actual wall of trash! What is she keeping it 
for?” Danny was indignant, and I couldn’t blame him. He was 
witnessing Bev’s madness for the first time; I couldn’t calculate how 
blown his perception of our family must be as he gaped at the 
chaos. “This is a sickness. I mean, I can’t wrap my mind around it 
all. Oh! It’s a dead rat.” 

Mason sniffed the air. “I’m pretty sure I can smell a few dead 
rats. A few live ones, too. And so many cats. Too many. Your 
mother really lives here?” 

“How could you let your mum live like this?” Danny balked. 

I straightened and turned, which was a dangerous thing to do. I 
was almost to the other end of the main room and saw them 
through the walls of brightly colored and broken stuff. “Are you 
joking? Let her? Listen up, mansion boy, Bev does what she wants. 
She didn’t want me, Ollie or Allie here, so she inched us out until 
there wasn’t any more space for us. I’m the only one who comes 
once a week to take her out of this Hellhole! There is no helping 
her. There’s no way out except to run, which is exactly what Ollie 
and Allie did. This is who Bev is, and I can’t change her.” 

Danny was still taking it all in. “Does she not have a trash bin to 
throw things out in? Pll buy her one, if that’s the problem.” 

“Don’t you dare touch so much as a tin can, Danny. I mean it. 
These are all Bev’s ‘special things’. She’ll know if something’s been 
touched or removed.” 

“No, no. No, no. You can’t let Ezra’s fiancée live like this. This 
place isn’t fit for a human.” 

My indignation built into anger that directed itself at Danny like 
a dragon who’d been pushed one too many times. “We’re seriously 
back on you thinking I ‘let’ Bev do anything? You think she listens 
to me at all? I was born into this mess! My crib was a busted up 


laundry basket with sharp plastic edges. My toys were whatever 
Ollie and Allie could make me out of old boxes and cans!” 

I pointed to a dollhouse I knew the guys couldn’t see from their 
vantage point, but I sure as anything knew where it was buried. The 
pink shutters blinked out at me through the jumble of old 
newspapers and ratty, frayed towels. “Do you see that? It’s a 
dollhouse I wasn’t allowed to play with because these are all Bev’s 
‘special things’!” Tears were pricking my eyes, and I was angry with 
each of them for betraying me as they slid down my cheeks. “You 
want to know why we let her live like this? Because she kicked us 
out! I was eleven and homeless. You want to know why? You want 
to guess what we did to deserve that, rich boy?” 

“Tm sorry.” The worst part is that Danny actually did sound 
contrite, but it was too little too late. I never talked about Bev and 
the whole mess, but the second that latch opened, a whole mansion 
worth of garbage came spilling out of my mouth. 

“Ollie threw out a bag of old hangers because he found out Allie 
was using them to cut herself. The hangers were Bev’s ‘special 
things’, so the three of us were kicked out. We had nothing! We had 
nowhere to go. I was eleven years old and living in a tent in the 
woods until Ollie found us a place. But thank God that Bev’s ‘special 
things’ were safe.” Tears were streaming down my face now, and I 
was glad there was no way the guys could reach me through the 
narrow tunnels. “But I still come to visit the woman who never 
loved me, and never took care of me. You know why? Because I’m 
crazy, too! I’m a bucket of damage, and if I had a daughter, I’d want 
her to take pity on me even when I didn’t deserve it. So I take Bev 
out once a week. That’s how I can live with myself and still get a 
weekly dose of hating myself.” I slapped my hands together. 
“Package deal.” 

“You come back to this every week? Why?” Mason asked, 
confused. 

“Because I don’t want her to die in this hoard! No matter what, 
she’s my mama. You’re supposed to love your mama, and take care 
of her when she can’t take care of herself. Bev hasn’t been able to 
take care of herself since before I was born. I’ve been able to take 
care of myself since before I hit puberty. That makes me the adult, 
so she’s my responsibility.” 

Mason shook his head with a downward tilt to his chin. “The 
parent’s supposed to take care of the child. Not the other way 


around.” 

I swiped my sleeve across my face to gather up my angry tears. 
“But she can’t, so I get what I get. I can take care of her, at least as 
much as she’ll let me. I can take her out once a week so she gets 
fresh air and fresh food. I can keep her alive until... until she... until 
she gets better someday.” 

Danny shook his head, and through his furrowed eyebrows, I 
saw that stupid pity I’d avoided like the plague. “You don’t get 
better from this.” 

“You think it doesn’t kill me that my mama lives like this? That 
every day she chooses this over her kids?” 

I crawled through one of the more narrow spaces, ignoring 
Danny’s apologies and Mason’s pleas for me to come back. I found 
the white rock that rested in Bev’s room in the doorway across from 
her mirror and jerked it up, accidentally moving a few things in the 
process I knew Bev would notice. When I picked up the rock, it lit 
up like a cheap toy. It had never felt like a wizarding tool before, 
and even now, it still looked like a dirty old doorstop. I wasn’t sure 
if this was the thing they needed, but I prayed it was, just so I 
hadn’t spilled my innards for nothing. 


Forty. 
King Mason: Zombie 
Slayer 


I he drive was silent. I mean, utterly silent. Danny 


had called Ezra when Mason and I got into the car, 
speaking to him in quiet tones before he got in. I 
listened carefully, confirming that he didn’t say a word 
about the state of the trailer, only informing him that 
we’d secured the stone. 

Even so, I knew I’d ruined it. The one good thing that had 
actually happened to Bev, and I was taking it away. They wouldn’t 
look at her the same. They wouldn’t laugh at her jokes as easily, 
and she needed that. Bev drew confidence from other people 
adoring her, and I was now the person who took that away. I didn’t 
want to take good things away from Bev. 

Mason drew me into his side midway through the drive. He was 
unused to cars, so his other hand gripped the door, like he was 
afraid of being catapulted into the stratosphere. I knew he had to 
hold me or touch me in some way. I was his job. However, in that 
car ride, his arm felt protective. It had been a long time since I’d 
been protected and felt that supreme level of solidarity. 

The rock, apparently, was in fact, the lost sagrado stone, and it 
remained tucked in the trunk as we drove to the nearest camping 
store to buy a sturdy bag to seal it in so it didn’t turn anyone to 
stone. I didn’t even get out of the car, allowing Danny and Mariang 


the space to go shopping without us. 

“October?” 

“No,” I warned, still dangerously close to another tearful 
outburst. 

Mason respected my need to not talk about it, and I in turn 
respected him for granting me that courtesy. 

“You like me better as a wolf,” he observed. I could tell he was 
watching my face. 

“Tt’s not you. It’s me. I’m not all that great with people.” 

“Neither am I.” He cast me a furtive glance, as if debating how 
much to let his guard down, now that they’d barreled through my 
privacy fence. “How much do you know about me?” 

I pfft’d. “You’re crazy strong. Can twist a spine like nobody’s 
business. You’re Matruculan, but I’m only kind of sure what that 
means. You don’t like sleeping on the floor, and you like your meat 
rare. That’s about it, chief. Kind of uncool to make me show you 
Bev’s house when I know next to nothing about you. My own 
friends have never even seen that.” 

Mason’s hand migrated from cupping my shoulder to gently 
stroking it, pulling out a portion of my anxiety as he held me closer. 
I don’t know at what point it was that I stopped being allergic to all 
the touching that went down between an Omen and her Pullers, but 
I found I didn’t hate the closeness. “You’re right. That is unfair. Do 
you want to know my baggage, since we made you show us yours?” 

“That’d be a good place to start.” I settled more comfortably into 
his side, grateful he was willing to help level the playing field a 
little. He was taller than me, like Von was (and everyone else, for 
that matter), but his bulk was thicker, more solid with hardened 
muscles. Yet somehow, he was still comfortable to lean against, 
even though I didn’t have much practice with tenderness like this. 
“Where’d you grow up?” 

“In Terraway in a nation called Hayop. I’m the king’s firstborn. I 
imagine people called me far worse things than ‘mansion boy’. I was 
sheltered and spoiled.” 

“T probably shouldn’t have said that to Danny. I’ll apologize.” 

“Danny’s one of my best friends. He won’t let you apologize for 
that. We were wrong to make you take us in.” 

“We were talking about you,” I reminded him. I could tell he 
was uncomfortable with his too-long legs cramped in the backseat. 
“Tm sorry. ’m crowding you. Here. Stretch out a little.” I tried to 


pull away, but Mason’s arm around me tightened. 

“Tm alright. I like you near me. I don’t actually get a lot of this.” 
He cast me half a smirk. “I don’t suppose I could ask you to rub my 
stomach like you did last night?” 

I didn’t need a mirror to know my cheeks were crimson. “Yeah. 
Sorry about that. I’ve just always wanted a dog. I guess I got carried 
away with the fantasy.” 

The corner of his mouth lifted, making him look impossibly 
more handsome with the slight tease on his lips. “So ’'m your 
fantasy?” 

Apparently there was a whole shade deeper than crimson my 
face had the ability of turning. I blushed furiously, ducking my 
head. “I didn’t mean it like that, and you know it.” 

Mason reached over his body and lifted my hand, resting it on 
his toned stomach. “I wasn’t kidding.” 

I tucked back into his side just so he couldn’t see the rose color 
in my cheeks as my fingers lightly dragged up and down above his 
navel. “Tell me a story, chief.” 

Mason closed his eyes and leaned his chin atop my head, 
contented with my simple touch that reeked of inexperience. “When 
war came to our land, Father was too wary of the battle to go out 
and fight in it, so in an act of desperation, he gave me his crown 
and sent me to oversee the soldiers. I’d never been to battle before, 
though I’d been trained extensively in the palace.” He cleared his 
throat. “War is not the same as sparring with your shield bearer, 
who I watched die trying to protect me.” 

“That’s awful. I’m sorry, Mason. I’ve never gone to war before. 
Sounds pretty scarring.” The only wars I’d seen were of the undead 
apocalypse variety, and Bruce Campbell was always the king of 
those movies. I imagined the real thing must be a touch more 
difficult than good old Bruce made it seem, with all of his dashing 
flawlessness. 

“Tt was scarring, in the best and worst of ways. I saw my father’s 
men die one after the other for days. Then I was taken and tortured 
for sport.” He paused to swallow the lump of agony I could tell this 
admission cost him. 

My hand snaked around his abdomen, wrapping him in a hug I 
could tell he needed. I’d never been great at giving or receiving 
hugs, but for some reason I didn’t question every move so much 
with Mason or Von. I needed, and he gave. He needed, and I was 


starting to give. 

The tempo of my heart picked up to a thrumming I didn’t 
recognize as I felt one of his needs come through our strange 
connection and zap me in the conscience. I strangled the chicken 
inside of me as I reached up and pressed my lips to his cheek, 
nuzzling my nose into his short beard. He smelled of pine and a 
faint hint of patchouli, which as it turns out, isn’t such a bad 
combination when paired with a handsome, brawny man. “I’m 
sorry that happened to you. Do you want to tell me about it?” 

Mason squeezed me, sucking in a long, audible breath that 
sounded like he’d been drowning before that brush of my lips to his 
cheek pulled him to fresh air. He cleared his throat and continued. 
“You... That... It feels very different when I’m not a wolf, though I 
appreciate those kisses, too.” 

I kissed his cheek again, knowing he needed it when he wet his 
lips with obvious desire. I was playing on the furthest edge of my 
daring, and I found that I liked the empowering rush that flooded 
me. I could make a tortured prince feel alive again with a kiss. It 
felt like the simplest kind of fairytale, and while I’d never put much 
stock in those, I was starting to see the appeal. “Keep telling me 
your story. How’d you escape?” 

“Danny and Von. They found me after my father’s men had 
given up the search. They and their younger brothers killed a great 
many Goblins to get to me; I still don’t know how they managed it. 
The Vandershot boys are good like that. Most people get frustrated 
with Danny’s stubborn nature, Von’s recklessness, but I’d never 
been more grateful. They got me out when I was halfway dead.” 

Mason’s cheek rested on my forehead as I leaned my head on his 
shoulder. The unfamiliar desire to kiss his lips rose up in me, but I 
fended it off as fiercely as I could, knowing I couldn’t kiss my 
coworker and still respect myself. Though, I didn’t think rubbing his 
stomach, cuddling up to him or pressing my lips to his cheek would 
pass any sort of corporate scrutiny, either. “I’m glad you made it 
out of there.” 

His thumb was dragging up and down the length of my arm, and 
he spoke as if he was very far away. “I came back to find my 
father’s land utterly pillaged, and my wife murdered.” 

I stiffened, not sure if I should pull away. I’d never been 
snuggled up to someone else’s husband before, dead or alive, and 
didn’t know all the rules. 


“Kara hadn’t been given a proper burial, so she migrated to 
Sombi. I followed her there.” 

“Wait, I missed a step. How did she go to Sombi if she was 
dead?” 

“In our land, when we die, our bodies reanimate if not buried 
correctly.” 

“Come again? Reanimate?” That was my cue to pull away. The 
moment my skin parted from his, I felt bereft somehow, and out of 
sorts. “Sorry. If your wife’s somehow still alive, I don’t think she’d 
like me cozying up to you like this.” I inched to the far side of the 
backseat from him, embarrassed at how thoroughly I’d let my guard 
down. The guilt and confusion tore at me as I wrestled with the 
foreign desire to go back to his solid embrace. “Oh! I was rubbing 
your belly. I’m sorry! I’ll talk to her and tell her it was all my fault. 
I'll sit in the front seat. Mariang can trade.” 

Mason chuckled, though I couldn’t see what could possibly be 
funny about the situation. “She passed away years ago. Her body 
reanimated, like our kind do if not buried, and she migrated to 
Sombi. Her body’s a shell. She wasn’t inside of it anymore. She’s not 
alive, just her body can move.” 

My nose scrunched. “Like a zombie?” 

“T don’t know what that word means. You'll have to ask Danny. 
We call them Amalanhigs. There’s something in our dead that are 
drawn to Sombi. Perhaps it’s the snowy woods they prefer hiding 
in, or the arctic temperatures to keep their carcasses from rotting so 
quickly. The undead have no language, no real will other than to 
drink blood and eat organs. Like Von, if he started feeding to his 
heart’s content and transitioned. That’s why his self-control is most 
important if he’s to stay alive.” 

“What? Please tell me you’re making this up.” 

“Why would I make up such a horrible story? I followed my wife 
there to put her to rest.” He punched his chest. “Stabbed her 
through the heart and buried her face-down, how it’s supposed to 
be done.” 

I blinked at him, my mouth agape. “You stabbed your wife 
through the heart?” 

“And buried her. I wouldn’t have her sucking the blood of 
innocents, peeling their skin off so she could eat it. She wouldn’t 
want her body used to murder people. The Amalanhigs can’t control 
themselves. They don’t recognize individuals, only blood and 


organs. They’re the only race that’s thriving with the famine hitting 
so hard. More and more bodies are migrating to Sombi. They’re fed 
on by the others as soon as they cross over. It’s sad, really. The dead 
feeding on the dead.” He took stock of the distance between us and 
motioned me toward him. “I’m not telling you these things to scare 
you away from me. You showed us your cuts. I promised to show 
you mine. If we’re going to make a solid team, we can’t have 
secrets.” 

“Well, I’m not giving up all my secrets just yet.” 

“Neither am I. But this is a good place to start. It’s all common 
knowledge about me anyway.” He laid his hand out on the seat. 
“Please. I don’t know what it is about you, but I like you near me.” 

I inched back to his side, feeling so very right mixed with a tinge 
of wrong at being so close to him. His arm wrapped around me, and 
I felt him exhale, as if the touch that was supposed to be relaxing to 
me was also soothing him. I guess that’s the funny thing about 
touch when you do it right. “So you buried your wife the way she 
needed. You took care of her the way she would’ve wanted. Then 
what?” 

“T saw the land for what it was - a breeding ground for danger 
everyone was ignoring. The Amalanhigs, or — what did you call 
them?” 

“Zombies.” 

“Yes, the zombies are drawn from all over Terraway to Sombi. 
Their numbers are growing constantly because of the famine. Soon 
there’ll to be too many, and they’ll hunt out more prey -— live prey 
from surrounding nations. So I did what I thought was right. I 
abdicated my claim on the throne of my people in Hayop, and took 
up residence in Sombi’s frozen forest. I kill zombies during the night 
when they’re most active, and sleep during the day. I’m making a 
dent in the population, but it’s not what it needs to be. The famine’s 
too widespread. Too many of us are dying. That’s why I’m here with 
you. I'll serve Terraway however it needs me to, but I worry about 
the zombie population multiplying, left unchecked as it is.” He 
squeezed me like I was special to him, though I knew I was 
projecting. I had to be; we barely knew each other. Mason cleared 
his throat. “But this is a much better plan. With a second Omen, 
fewer people will die, which means fewer zombies. My conscience 
is clear at having abandoned the residents of Sombi to their devices 
for this, but it’s a big change for me — living Topside, and with a 


woman, no less. ’ve been hunting alone in the frozen woods for a 
long time.” 

“No one went with you to Sombi?” 

“No one. Oh, Danny would’ve, but his duty’s to Mariang. Von 
might’ve, but he went through sort of a downward spiral shortly 
after that. He still hasn’t completely bounced back from it. I’m the 
only person with a heartbeat in the land. They feed off each other 
mostly, and animals. I use my heartbeat and the blood in my veins 
to lure them into traps and kill them, giving my kin and the other 
beings in Terraway a proper burial when they need it.” 

I pulled away so I could face him, turning in my seat so my knee 
rested on the side of his leg. “Mason, that is without a doubt the 
most noble, honorable and heroic thing I’ve ever heard.” Mason was 
trying to save all of Terraway by thanklessly taking out the garbage, 
when he could’ve been sitting on a throne, eating peeled grapes. He 
was Bruce Campbell, incarnate. I couldn’t think of anything better. 

Mason turned to me, taken aback. “Are you serious?” 

“Giving up your title to take care of your wife when she couldn’t 
take care of herself? Knight in shining armor if I ever saw one.” 

He cast me a bashful sidelong smile. “That’s not how people see 
it in Terraway. I’m a deserter to the throne. I lost my wife and lost 
my mind, abandoning civilization to live with the undead. There 
are even rumors that I keep my wife’s body locked up so I can be 
with her, even though she’s not her.” 

I grimaced. “Oh, that’s not cool. Yeah, necrophilia would be a 
hard rumor to shake.” 

Mason motioned to his body and then flipped his hands out like 
a magic trick finale. “So that’s my baggage. Now we’re even. You 
don’t have to hate us for making you let us into your mother’s home 
anymore.” 

“T guess not.” 

He was quiet for a few beats. “Where did you even sleep? It was 
hard to stand without feeling like things were going to start falling 
on us.” 

“Ollie and Allie sealed off the smallest bedroom when Bev 
started stacking her special things in our room. We knew it was a 
matter of time before we were edged out. Our room was perfectly 
clean. Nearly empty of clutter. We squeezed in a bunk bed. Allie 
had the top bunk, and Ollie took the bottom. I slept with whoever 
felt like sharing that night.” I was scratching the backs of my hands, 


but that was par for the course. I almost didn’t even feel the sting 
that usually helped to center me or vent off a little of my anxiety. 
Though my scratching was normal for angst-riddled conversations, I 
began to wonder if I wanted it to be normal. If maybe someday I 
wouldn’t need to hurt myself so much just to fake blending in. 


Forty-One. 
Not Orlando Bloom, 
Christmas or 
Keebler 


M.... closed his eyes and pursed his lips, unhappy 


with himself as he leaned against the door of my car’s 
backseat. “No wonder you didn’t want us sharing your 
bed. I can sleep on the floor. I was being selfish. It’d just 
been so long since I’d slept in a bed with a woman. I was 
wrong to make you take me in.” 

I waved off his apology. “It’s fine now. I have a big bed, and it 
actually wasn’t bad to share the space with you.” I paused when 
Mason pulled my calf out to rest across his lap. He started rubbing 
the muscle there, and I felt that dripping of my tension leaking out 
that made it possible for me to continue with the emotional nudity. 
“Thanks. That feels like the best kind of amazing.” 

“Of course. You would do the same for me. You just did when 
you kissed my cheek.” 

I dipped my chin to hide my chagrin. “Yeah, but you do that 
cool pulling thing. I can’t do that for you.” 

“Oh, hani. Yes, you do.” His expression was filled with 
appreciation for our budding connection, and I echoed his soft 
smile. “Go on. I want to know more.” 

I swallowed as I dug back into the muck of the past that always 


seemed too near the present, no matter how often I tried to bat it 
away. “I don’t know what set it all off — Ollie still won’t tell me. 
One day Ollie came home with some wood and nails, and he 
hammered the bedroom door shut. He even got that builder’s foam 
and sprayed the space under the door to seal it so the bugs couldn’t 
get in. Allie cried all night long while I held her.” I paused, 
recalling my sister’s pinched expression of emotional turmoil while 
I’d done my best to give her a safe place to fall apart. “It was rough. 
I hate it when Allie cries.” 

“T can imagine.” 

“We got in and out through the window, which Allie put a lock 
on that only we had keys to. She was scared after that, but I never 
found out why. I just knew that something broke my sister, and 
Ollie and I couldn’t fix it.” 

I “mm/’d” at the delicious feel of a man’s hands massaging my 
calf. I couldn’t believe the vast difference this whole pulling thing 
did for me. A week ago, I never would’ve debated letting someone 
touch me so thoroughly, but here I was, relaxing further with every 
stroke. I didn’t even care about the germs I knew were still there. 
Mason’s touch was giving goodness to me, not taking from me. I 
couldn’t feel anything but content with him. 

I was leaning back against the door, my eyelids fluttering shut 
when Mason started just above my kneecap and pulled downward 
with steady pressure befitting a masseur. My heart was fluttering at 
the supreme intimacy that was well out of my zone of experience. 
“That feels incredible, by the way.” 

“Good. It’s going to be a long day of Omen work. It’s best to 
start the day with no stress. It was poor planning on our parts to 
push for finding the rock this morning.” 

I was about to say something snarky, but the door I was leaning 
on popped open, sending me tumbling backward into the mid- 
morning air. I caught myself on the door before I hit the pavement, 
but my victory was short-lived. “Gives it to me!” a creaky old voice 
yelled. 

I was yanked out from under my arms onto the blacktop of the 
parking lot, shrieking at the intrusion of the wrinkly and smelly 
Goblin King. Titus was surprisingly stronger and more limber than I 
would’ve guessed. Sneaky Christmas EIf. 

Mason was a blur that leapt over me and tackled my attacker, 
turning them both into a mess of limbs as I struggled to stand. 


Mason was far stronger than the Goblin King, but he howled and 
dropped him, recoiling as he shook his hands like they were on fire. 
“Hot! Dirty trick, that is! Go back to Terraway, Titus!” 

“Like I’d really give yous the two seconds it would takes for yous 
to tear my head offs. I can’t best Matruculan strength, but I’ve gots 
a few tricks up my sleeveses.” Titus pulled back the beige gauzy 
sleeve of his robe as if gearing up to pull out a rabbit. He watched 
me with his giant eyes that had a hint of play mixed in with the 
malice. “I needs the rock for my peoples first!” His hunched body 
and crackly skin made him look like a fight would be out of the 
question, but as soon as Mason lunged again, Titus pushed at the air 
with a flick of his hand. “Lift theses, strong man.” I watched in 
horror as Mason’s hands grew so heavy that when they hit the 
blacktop, they actually cracked it. Mason struggled against the 
injustice. With muscle-straining effort, he actually managed to lift 
them off the ground, but was unable to put them to much use. 

“October, run!” Mason shouted. 

Titus sneered at me. “Do it, and I’ll snaps his thick necks. I know 
you’s got a spare Duwende.” 

I held up my hands, the debate to give Titus the stone plain on 
my face. “You'll let Mason go if I give you the rock?” 

Mason met my eyes with panic. “No! You can’t let him have it! 
He’ll keep the whole thing for his people, and no one else will stand 
a chance! Goblins only care about their race. They don’t care about 
the whole of Terraway. They’re the reason we’re down to one stone. 
They stole and destroyed the others, experimenting with dark 
magic.” 

Titus clicked his knobby fingers, and Mason’s lips glued shut. My 
guard was rendered mute as he struggled with his hands that 
weighed more than I could guess. I didn’t know how heavy 
something had to be to put a bowling ball-sized dent in blacktop. 
Mason was built like a pro wrestler. 

Titus’ bug eyes gleamed with delight and greed. He spoke so 
only I could hear him, keeping his threats from Mason. “Good girl. 
Yes, I’ll lets him go if you gives it to me. Gives it to me, or [’ll hurt 
you worse than he can.” 

I got the sense that Titus was referring to some higher darker 
power I’d yet to be introduced to. My face screwed up like I’d eaten 
a pack of Sour Patch Kids. “Dude, is this your idea of politics? ’m 
already unhappy with you because you couldn’t keep your people in 


line. Fergo and the jag who felt me up got a swift death for crossing 
us, and this is how you're petitioning for a favor? Weak, Titus. 
Totally weak.” 

Titus smiled — a twisted, crooked line that split his wrinkled old 
potato face and somehow made him look more sinister. “Goblins 
aren’t the ones to crosses. We’s got magic you don't wants to messes 
with. Gives me the stone now, or I’ll sends my men after Mason and 
Von.” 

“You'll keep your claws off Mason and Von. Leave them alone. 
I'll give the stone to you. Jeez. Relax your balls, man.” I did my best 
to maintain a facade of calm through Mason’s muted protests. 

“There are organses they don’t needs, you know. I could takes 
out Mason’s spleen and he could still do his jobs. I could takes a 
number of things from him if you don’t cooperates.” Titus’ voice 
cracked with delight. “Ezra’s looking into upping your securities as 
we speaks. You’re a smart girls. Yous has to know anyone can be 
boughts. Sama’s trying to get the other kings to get the stone to 
gives it to him, but Goblins are smarters! We keeps it for ourselves. 
Then we be the ones Terraway comes to for aid.” He raised a 
megalomaniacal finger in triumph. 

“Who the crap is Sama, and why is everyone so up in arms 
about this d-bag?” 

Titus’ eyes bulged. “Sama’s the greats immortal king without a 
crowns. It’s because of his rations the famines hasn’t killed us all. 
Some of the other kings are willing to turns their crowns over to 
him if he’ll takes care of their land. But Goblins never surrenders!” 
His eyes bulged with the confidence of a madman. “Hurry, girl.” 

“Dude, chill. It’s a heavy rock.” I feigned exasperation so he 
didn’t see my fingers trembling with rage at being threatened. 

“Sama wants to controls you, but I got here firsts! You’ll do as I 
say until your last breaths, or Pll have one of my spies do away 
with one of your Reapers altogethers.” When I didn’t move, Titus’ 
voice lowered, his giant eyes glinting with unconcealed malice. 
“Lady Mariang’s on her last legs. If Ezra stands in my ways — if he 
sends Danny after me to steals back the sagrado stone, I’ll starts in 
on their non-vital organs. I'll do it, girl. I could feeds them to 
Sylvia’s people. They’re always hungries for more meat. Danny 
would survives just fine with only one kidney, but Lady Mariang? I 
shudders to think what would happen if she caught a mere colds.” 

I was shaking with red-hot rage on the inside, but knew it was 


important for me to shrug like this was all boring to me. “Like I 
want to trek across the whole of Terraway lugging this thing 
around. Save me the hassle. It’s in the trunk.” I ignored Mason’s 
look of utter betrayal and shock as I popped the trunk. “Here. I’ve 
got a grocery bag you can put it in so you don’t touch it.” I dumped 
out the spare set of shoes I kept in my bag for changing into at work 
and slid the white flimsy plastic over the top of the rock. 

Titus was next to me, a lust-filled cackle busting out from his 
lips at the sight of the rock that lit up at my touch. He was a ball of 
gleaming lust; the covetous energy was practically radiating off of 
him as he rose up on his toes. “That’s it! That’s the lost sagrado 
stone! Finally we can lives how we were meants to! Puts it in the 
bag, girl! Hurry!” 

“Chill out. I’m doing it.” Mason’s unintelligible moans tugged at 
my heart, and I prayed my hands didn’t tremble and give me away. 
Mason was a good man, and I couldn’t just stand idly by and let 
Titus use him to control me. Mason was too strong to be abused like 
that. The world needed more selfless people like him in it. I 
wouldn’t let Titus take away one of the few good ones. 

Danny’s voice couldn’t have been more perfectly timed. “Titus! 
Get away from her!” His feet pounded the pavement behind me, 
and I waited for Titus to jinx Danny in a similar way he’d gotten 
Mason. 

As if in slow motion, Titus turned his head and sneered in 
Danny’s direction. He raised his hand to snap his fingers so he could 
inflict whatever damage he felt like on my own personal 
Frankenstein monster. 

Titus was distracted, and I was ready. Both hands on the stone, I 
hoisted it up and bashed the old man in the skull with it. I knew 
that even if it wasn’t the magical tool that turned anyone who 
wasn’t me into stone, it was still a heavy rock I could do significant 
damage with. 

Titus fell to the pavement, crumpling like an old sheet on a 
summer’s day as it drifted off the laundry line. He reached for me 
drunkenly, but I was a woman possessed. I dropped to my knees 
and cracked him in the skull again, this time hitting my rock atop 
gray slate that was hard to break, but not impossible. 

There were too many people in my life who stepped on others to 
get what they wanted. Jessica, who stepped on me by dating Beto 
while we were still together. The kids in elementary school, who 


made up a rhyme to make fun of me called “Filthy February”. The 
inmates, who tried to scare me while I was treating them. Bev, 
every single time I let my guard down. 

I was tired of being stepped on. 

Titus didn’t care about his world. He cared that he got his 
peeled grapes while the rest of Terraway starved. 

I brought the glowing weapon down over and over again until 
Mason’s voice found me in my madness. “October, stop! He’s dead. 
He’s dead. Put the stone down.” 

I smashed a few more times on autopilot, not noticing that Titus’ 
head was almost completely turned into a pile of scattered pebbles. 

Danny slid the backpack he’d just purchased from the outdoor 
supply store toward me with wide eyes, his hands up to display 
their innocence. “Okay, kid. Just put the stone into the backpack so 
we don’t accidentally turn into that.” He pointed to what was left of 
Titus, and I gasped in terror at the irreparable damage I’d done. 

Mason’s hands and mouth were back to normal. His palm was 
covering his mouth in horror as he took in the carnage. “They’re 
tied with the tahi charm. Titus tied himself to the entire Goblin 
nation!” 

It took a solid three seconds for his words to take meaning. The 
color drained from my face when it hit me. “You don’t mean... I 
didn’t just kill a whole race of people. I only killed Titus.” I said 
“only” like it wasn’t the worst thing a person could do, to kill 
another. 

Mariang’s shock and dread were contagious as she came out 
from where she’d been hiding in the store’s exit, her expression 
mirroring itself onto me at the awful thing I’d done. “Oh, what are 
we going to do? They’ll sentence her, Danny! She’ll be locked up or 
executed for sure!” 

Danny’s shock melted into a hard look to cover over his 
disbelief. “No. October can’t be executed. If she is, all of Terraway 
will keep starving to death. You know Omens are untouchable. But 
this... A whole nation gone.” 

Then it dawned on me: Titus wasn’t the monster; I was. 

I stumbled back until my butt bumped the car. “Oh! What did I 
do? How did... I just... He went after Mason and I just snapped!” 

“It’s alright, just put the stone away and everything will be 
fine.” Danny’s tone was the steady one of an officer talking down a 
shooter. 


I was the shooter. I was the danger. I was the criminal. I’d 
stepped on Titus, and he would never get back up to fight the stink 
off another day. 

Terraway was already changing me. First I’d murdered Tanga, 
and now a whole nation. I was supposed to bring life and stability 
to their world, but instead I’d brought genocide and destruction. 

Danny jerked his head toward the car, but gave me a wide 
berth. “Come on, kid. We’ve got to go straight to Ezra and see 
what’s to be done from here.” 

It was in that moment I knew that of all the monsters ’'d met in 
Terraway, I was the worst one. 
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DEDICATION 


For Tiffini. 
Thank goodness they don’t charge for phone calls by the minute 
anymore. 
We'd be in some serious trouble. 
I love you, girl, plain and simple. 
Though you are anything but plain or simple. 


One. 
Take Away Dessert 


Movers cried the whole way to the mansion. Her 


cooing sniffles were the only sounds as we walked inside 
and awaited my doom. I didn’t want to think about the 
fact that I’d just murdered the Goblin King, Titus. Each 
time I closed my eyes longer than a blink, I saw his 
wrinkled Christmas Elf body turning to stone and 
crushing into pebbles when I’d lost my mind after he’d 
threatened Mason. 

My head hung as I waited outside the conference room at Ezra’s 
mansion. I guess Ezra was going to be my stepdad when he married 
Bev, but in this capacity, he was my boss. I’d just screwed up 
royally my first week on the job. Instead of reaping enough souls to 
feed the nations of Terraway, I’d managed to wipe out one-seventh 
of their nations in a single blow. Titus had tied himself to his 
people, connecting his life with all the Goblins in Terraway. It had 
been a solid plan to survive a famine — if he ate, none of the Goblins 
starved. 

I don’t think Titus counted on a fight when he crossed me. 

Ezra opened the door to the conference room with a closed 
expression, ushering me inside. I gasped at the remnants of Titus’ 
body that had been shoved in the corner next to the fichus. The 
statue that had mere hours ago been a living, breathing being was 
still intact from the neck down - solid stone though it was. One leg 


was raised higher than the other, and his arm was outstretched, 
frozen as it reached out to snatch at the stone, or at me. I backed 
away, my heels skidding on the short carpet. My anxiety brimmed 
at the evidence of madness that could only belong to me. 

Mason’s hand on my back was supposed to be reassuring, but 
I’m not sure anything could’ve calmed me enough to make me 
forget I’d just slaughtered an entire people in one go. I kept my 
head down, accepting whatever sentence the council of Terraway 
had for me. 

My hands were shaking as I scratched at the skin on the backs of 
them. I didn’t bother sitting at the long oval-shaped polished wood 
table. My insides felt hollow and painted in a thin layer of white 
coldness that had nothing to do with the chill I got from reaping. 

Mason sat in his chair, representing either Hayop or Sombi, I 
wasn’t sure. He patted the seat next to him that had been selected 
for me. I stood, knowing I didn’t deserve a spot at the cool kids’ 
table after what I’d done. Danny wasn’t permitted a seat, since he 
was a Reaper only. He stood in the corner, observing with a quiet 
intensity that made me itch. Kabayo, Captain Finn, Sylvia and 
Langgam all stared at me with a new kind of curious fascination 
that was mingled with a wary watch-out-for-that-one;-she’s-nuts 
looks. 

I was sorely missing Von, who still hadn’t shown up for work. 
They would lock me up for sure, and I wouldn’t even be able to say 
goodbye to him. 

The worst was that I wouldn’t be able to explain things to Ollie. 
I’d just disappear in some Terraway jail, separated from my big 
brother, who would never be the same. He’d think ’d abandoned 
him, like our sister Allie had done to us. 

Ezra and I were the only ones standing. I lowered my chin when 
he took the floor to start my private hearing. “We’ve been 
discussing at length how to handle this situation, and have come to 
the conclusion that your involvement in this should be kept secret, 
Lady October.” 

My head whipped up to gaze at Ezra, but I didn’t say a word. 

“Tt’s in the best interest of Terraway to let Titus’ arrogance of 
tying himself to his people, as if he were immortal, stand as a lesson 
not to dabble in such things. He was foolish, and now he and his 
people are dead. Who did it doesn’t matter at this point. What 
matters is that no other kings feel tempted to bind themselves to 


their people in the same way.” 

My mouth fell open in shock. It wasn’t until Ezra’s verdict that I 
glanced up and took in the casual demeanor of everyone on the 
council. Kabayo was leaning back, his black horse head mildly 
interested as he tapped his fingertips on the arm of his chair. 
Captain Finn had his hands folded across his stomach, his left 
combat boot crossed over his right knee. He had a calm look about 
him, like he was watching the whole thing on television on a 
Sunday afternoon. Even Sylvia, the woman with a crescent-shaped 
face and bat-like enhancements only wore an expression of mild 
concern. 

Like I was there for a traffic violation. Like I hadn’t just 
murdered a whole race of people. 

Ezra waved his hand in my direction. “You can carry on about 
your day, then. That’s all. Just keep this to yourselves the next time 
yow’re in Terraway.” 

My head whipped from one end of the table to the other, my 
somber expression mutating into indignation. “No! Are you kidding 
me with this? I just murdered probably thousands of people!” 

Kabayo raised his finger to correct me. “Hundreds of thousands. 
And Goblins aren’t people; they’re a plague. Good riddance to the 
whole of them.” 

Prince Langgam wasn’t even interested in the conversation, but 
played with one of the cockroaches as it skittered up his muddy 
arm. “Is the meeting over yet?” 

I glowered at Lang. “I’m smack in the middle of talking, you 
jag.” 

Finn quirked a dark blond eyebrow at my outburst. “Do you 
want us to hang you? Then where would we be? Even with the 
Goblins taken off the list of creatures the souls you reap have to 
fuel, Terraway will still starve without a healthy Omen. Lady 
Mariang can’t keep up with the demand anymore.” Finn inclined his 
head apologetically to Ezra out of respect for speaking 
disparagingly about his daughter. 

Kabayo stood, as if the whole meeting was adjourned. “Frankly, 
you only did what everyone in this room wishes they could get 
away with. Goblins have been stealing food from the neighboring 
lands when they don’t actually need it, since they were tied to 
Titus. Every time one of our horses takes ill, it’s from some Goblin’s 
curse.” 


I tried to picture the reverse centaur standing before me actually 
riding on a horse, but it was too weird a visual. I cleared my throat 
to address the room as an equal. “You all should be ashamed of 
yourselves. I killed baby Goblins who didn’t even have a chance to 
change their people for the better. I killed the good people as well 
as the bad. You can’t let me off the hook for this. It’s not right.” 

Sylvia eyed Titus’ stone body warily. “There’s no such thing as a 
good Goblin. None that I’ve seen, anyway. They all grow up the 
same — greedy and sneaky.” 

Mason’s hand on my arm was gently trying to tell me to shut up 
and be grateful, but I ignored him. I leaned my knuckles down on 
the table, resolute in my conviction. “No. I won’t help a world that 
has no checks and balances. No one’s above the law, not even the 
people in this room. I mean it. I’m not leaving until I’m punished in 
some way.” 

Ezra softened, pinching the bridge of his nose. “What would you 
have me do? If I throw you in jail, it only punishes the people of 
Terraway who continue to starve.” 

My eyes met Ezra’s with no hint of optimism or peace. “I just 
committed genocide. I hope you understand that. I don’t care if the 
Goblins were a people worth saving. On your payroll is a mass 
murderer. Don’t you dare tell me you can go to sleep with that on 
your conscience.” I shook my head at Ezra. “I’m a correctional 
nurse. I believe in the justice system. Know me a little bit, Ezra.” 

Captain Finn’s smile told me that no matter how insistent I was, 
they weren’t going to take this as seriously as they should. “Kabayo, 
why don’t you take the new Omen down to your prison? Let her 
look around at how many cells were opened up when the Goblins 
turned to stone.” 

“More than half. The statues are being moved to the palace 
garden right now, actually.” 

“No one’s above the law,” I argued, furious. “That’s the whole 
point of having a law! I mean, honestly!” 

Prince Langgam stood, and several dozen cockroaches skittered 
across his shoulders and trailed down his mud-streaked arms. “Are 
we done here? I’ve got to get back.” 

“No, we’re not done! You can’t let me do this with no 
repercussions.” 

Captain Finn scratched the gills on his neck and stood. His short 
caramel-blond hair was ruffled on the left, and I wondered if he 


ever worried about things like bedhead. He was wearing that same 
cocky smile that had a hint of cruelty to it as he stared across the 
table at me. “Expect a shipment of gold from King Banak in the 
morning, expressing his gratitude. You’ve done Terraway a great 
favor, Lady October.” 

I jabbed my finger in his direction, livid that this was all a joke 
to them. “Don’t you smile at me. Don’t you dare smile about this.” 

Kabayo bowed slightly to Ezra, and then to me, chuckling at my 
indignation. “She wants to be punished? Take away her dessert, 
Ezra. No cake for a whole day.” He extended his hand to shake 
mine, but I refused, sniffing at the offensive offer. Kabayo shook 
Mason’s hand instead, and then vanished before my eyes. I jumped, 
and then remembered the kings and important blowhards all had 
enhancements that allowed them to transport their bodies between 
worlds on a dime. 

Sylvia inclined her head to me. “We’ve been trying to ward off 
the Goblins for years, but they keep encroaching on our territory. 
Thank you for helping us.” She placed her hand on the table and 
met my eyes with sincerity I couldn’t shrug off. “Truly.” 

“But I didn’t...” I tried to protest, but no one was listening. 

Sylvia and Captain Finn vanished, and then Lang followed suit 
after he walked behind my chair and squeezed my shoulder. 

Mason exhaled when it was just Danny, Ezra and me with him in 
the conference room. “We got lucky there.” Then he craned his neck 
up at me with a scolding expression from where he sat at the table. 
“Are you trying to get yourself killed? Take the pardon and run next 
time.” 

“Are you kidding me with this? This is wrong, Mason. You 
should know that a country’s leaders should have to follow the 
same rules as its citizens.” 

Danny’s arms were crossed over his chest. “I can’t believe you’re 
upset about getting off without punishment. You’re just trying to be 
difficult.” 

“Hello, I work at a prison! I see every day that checks and 
balances matter. I know in my heart that I belong in jail on death 
row. I killed a man in cold blood just because he...” My eyes fell on 
Mason before they closed to shut out the world for a few seconds. 

Mason stood, his hand rubbing circles into the middle of my 
back. “You thought Titus was going to kill me. I can’t tell if you 
were right, but I know you did what you had to do. It was Titus’ 


fault for tying himself to his people with the tahi charm. We all 
warned him of the danger.” 

“Don’t,” I warned quietly. “Don’t you let me off the hook, too.” 
Mason’s body was warm and inviting. I don’t know why I felt the 
tug of a magnet in my gut, but it drew me to him so I could wrap 
myself in his comfort. 

For three whole seconds I breathed, inhaling the relief of his 
calming presence that smelled like patchouli, pine and grown man. 

I stiffened when his hand trailed to the small of my back. It was 
such an intimate space on my body, but the alarms weren’t because 
his hand felt wrong there - my hackles rose because his touch felt 
all too right. I didn’t deserve comfort, and I was soaking it in like a 
glutton. I pushed Mason back and stomped out of the room, running 
down to the basement where the cell I knew I deserved was waiting 
for me. 


Two. 
Prison Break 


I he steel bars taunted me with their sturdy nature. 


The construction was no joke, and went from the 
concrete floor to the ceiling. The cell was meant for Von 
— my half-vampire Reaper who was still MIA. When Von 
couldn’t suppress his blood cravings anymore, he locked 
himself in this cell to keep the world safe. He also did it 
to keep himself from drinking the blood of a whole 
human and transitioning to a full-vampire. 

I locked myself in the cell with the key to keep the world safe 
from me. I was dangerous, and the worst kind of person. I was up 
there with ruthless dictators who slaughtered instead of thought 
things through. The council wouldn’t keep the monster I was under 
control, so I knew I had to do it. 

I sat in the far corner of the cell of the basement that was lit 
only by the stairway light. I hugged my knees to my chest and 
contemplated the horrible person I’d become, and the steps that had 
led me there. 

It was twenty minutes before Mason came bounding down into 
the basement. I clutched the key in my hand to make sure he 
couldn’t get me out of my self-imposed prison. 

When his eyes found me in the dimly lit concrete corner, a soft 
smile played on his lips, his shoulders relaxing. “What are you 
doing down here?” 


“Hosting a tea party. You can tell Ezra that I’m not coming out, 
either.” 

Mason glanced to the empty hook on the wall and frowned. 
“Where’s the key?” 

I displayed it in my hand, and then went back to clutching my 
knees, resting my head on them in my utter despondence. 

“Give me the key, October.” Mason moved to the side of the 
cage, chuckling when I leaned away from his reach. “You really 
have no idea how strong I am, do you.” 

“All I know is I’m where I deserve to be.” 

“Seems like talking you out of this isn’t going to work.” Mason 
tsked me, as if I was a petulant child instead of a mass-murderer. 
Then he clutched the door to the cell on either side and yanked it 
clean off its iron hinges with barely more than a grunt. 

I yelped and plastered my body to the wall. “I can’t believe you 
just did that!” 

“T can’t believe you thought you could do this. You’re an Omen 
now. That means you don’t get to take a day off, not even to go to 
jail.” He examined the door with a grimace as he rested it to the 
wall. “I’ll have to fix that later, in case Von needs this place.” 

I remained on the floor, not needing a door to hold me inside. 
“Leave me alone, Mason.” 

Mason cocked his head to the side, sizing me up. “No. We're in 
this together. That means you don’t get to go rogue and ask the 
council to lock you up or hang you. It means that if you’re locked 
up, then I go with you.” He sat down next to me, pulling his knees 
to his chest, as I was doing. “This is actually kind of nice. I didn’t 
get much sitting down time before meeting you.” 

“This isn’t nice. This is a prison. Nice is upstairs. In here is for 
criminals.” 

“And you’ve gone from hero to villain in a single morning? 
That’s impressive.” 

His teasing tone threatened to soften me, so I hugged my knees 
tighter to brace myself against it. “Go away. I’m serious.” 

“Oh, I know you are. I’ve never seen anyone question the 
council like that, especially not over a favorable ruling.” His arm 
draped around my back, bringing me in to his side. 

That magnet feeling tugged in my gut again, and the warmth 
spread through me like hot chocolate. I wanted to resist, but the 
desire to stay in his shelter kept me in place. “I killed children, 


Mason. Little Goblin babies who didn’t do a thing to me.” My eyes 
started to water, and I knew I wouldn’t last long with my pride 
intact if I kept going. My confession came out in an agonized 
whisper. “I killed thousands of children.” 

Mason buried his nose in my cheek as he held me, relishing the 
connection that was still new, but somehow also felt like the most 
natural thing in the world. “I could feel that you were down here. 
Ezra was looking upstairs in the guest rooms, but I knew you were 
here. I barely know you, but I can feel you.” He tapped his heart. 
“So strange.” 

“Don’t say sexy things to me. I don’t deserve it.” 

Mason stiffened, but then relaxed again. “You think that's sexy? 
I guess that’s good. I didn’t know what to make of it.” He thumbed 
my other cheek, melting me in his arms afresh. “We should get 
going. Danny’s worried about continuing the workday this late. 
Thinks we won’t meet the quota.” 

“T can’t go on with life like what I did is no big deal.” 

“Then pay your penance to Terraway by making sure they have 
enough to eat. Help Mariang build up the souls so we can get out of 
this hole of constant starvation.” 

I mulled over his suggestion, and finally ruled that Mason’s way 
was the best route; I would be able to punish myself and still be 
helpful. “Okay.” Mason made me blush when he kissed my cheek, 
pulling me up with him as he stood. 

“You saved my life,” he said as his hand clasped mine. I jerked 
my hand out twice before letting it rest back in his grip. He was 
patient with the untamed side of me. I weighed the damage of how 
many germs Mason might have, and if he was a safe person who 
wouldn’t contaminate me. We both calmed a little at the contact 
that was foreign to me, but felt like the most natural thing in the 
world with Mason. I don’t know how he did that, but I suspected a 
fair amount of pulling was involved. 

“Mason? Don’t let me kill anyone else, okay?” 

He squeezed my fingers as we walked toward the stairs. “I'll do 
my best, hani.” 


Three. 
His Lips, my Legs 


I took Mason’s advice to heart and set my sights on 


making myself useful to Terraway. I reaped my way 
through nine people on the first floor, five on the 
second, and then four more on the third floor. Mariang 
reaped five people before she collapsed in Danny’s arms. 
He carried her to the car, but I still had some fight left in 
me after I’d turned my self-loathing into fuel. I knew 
that if I went back home, someone would make me talk 
about the Titus incident. I didn’t want that, and was 
ready to avoid the confrontation at all costs. 

Mason’s hand on my shoulder was soothing. “October, you can 
be done for the day. Eight people is all you need between you and 
Mariang combined.” He gulped. “Well, seven, I guess, now that the 
entire nation of Goblins is dead.” He closed his eyes to scold himself 
when my posture slumped in shame. “Sorry. I meant that to be 
more of a positive thing.” 

“Well, ’'m at eighteen souls, so that should stock up some extra 
days for us. The trek through Terraway to deliver the sagrado stone 
might take more than a day, you know. The sooner...” I stared down 
the long hallway that seemed a mirage with its unending tunnel-like 
haze. “The sooner, the sooner,” I ruled, not caring if I made perfect 
sense. I gripped the wall and leaned on it, trying not to double over. 


I knew the second I did, the work day would be over. 

“This isn’t healthy. You need to rest. The souls are poison, you 
know. You're inhaling poison all day long, and more than you need 
to. When was the last time you ate anything?” 

“One more,” I ruled, not answering his question. I felt too yicky 
to eat anything. Reaping makes you sick to your stomach, sure, but 
I'd just killed a man, and an entire nation. I didn’t deserve a meal, 
unless it was my last meal before I was taken off the planet for 
being a horrible person. I deserved to be behind bars with the 
inmates who grabbed my butt when I wasn’t looking. 

“Okay. One more and you’re done. I mean it.” Mason offered his 
arm to me, and I took it, leaning heavily like a drunken sorority girl 
on him. I pointed vaguely to a room that the tug in my gut was 
guiding me toward. Mason reached over the nurse’s station and did 
a slight pull on the two sifting through endless paperwork behind 
the desk. That little consideration allowed us to move into rooms 
without anyone calling security on us. 

When we reached the hospital room, my arm was so weighted 
that I could only manage two light bangs from my fist. Mason let us 
in, and I found a middle-aged balding man sitting next to his wife, 
who was sleeping in the hospital bed. 

The man stood, but I had no preamble for conversation. I’d used 
up all my finesse long ago. The tug led me not to the woman, but to 
her husband. I trembled as I placed my hand on his shoulder, 
sucking his freezing soul out of him. “I’m so sorry. This isn’t room 
306?” 

“No. It’s 317. You’re almost there.” He gave me a good-natured 
smile, not knowing that while he was worried about his wife being 
in the hospital, the person he should really be worrying about was 
himself. He would die within twenty-four hours, and there was 
nothing to be done about it. 

Even though Mason was holding onto me so the soul could have 
a straight shot into him, he didn’t reap it fast enough. The shock of 
the cold let the last of the air out of my tires. I collapsed in Mason’s 
arms, not caring where I landed, so long as I could sleep. 


ae 


MY SUDDEN PLUNGE INTO unconsciousness brought me to a 
dream that was set on a Caribbean beach. It looked exactly like the 


postcards and pictures I’d seen. The water was clear and so deeply 
blue, it looked like it had a bucket of dye dumped in, or like, a 
dozen blended up cookie monsters or something. The sand was pure 
white, and I dug my bare toe in, smiling at the sensation my mind 
worked overtime to make more powerful. 

I wore a skimpy gold bikini to match Princess Leia’s. I would 
never have the nerve to wear something so revealing in reality, so I 
vanished the scar on my arm and the one on my thigh to make the 
picture complete. In real life, I was covered enough to conceal my 
more obvious curves. In my dreams, I could be a woman without 
the fear of an inmate grabbing at me, or that my guy friends would 
get stupid ideas in their heads. 

I lay back in the sand, basking in the sunshine that chased away 
the cold so much reaping had immersed me in. 

I frowned when a shadow crossed over my body, squinting up to 
find the same guy with white-blond hair and a killer body I'd 
enjoyed at the Eiffel Tower in my other dream. He was smiling 
down at me in nothing but red and white striped swim trunks that 
looked like they were from a style done about a hundred years ago. 
“Ts this spot available?” he asked, making me chuckle at his “Is this 
seat taken?” line he flirted with. 

“Pull up some sand and enjoy the view.” 

“Oh, I intend to. The view from here is spectacular.” His eyes 
raked over my form, and because my imperfections had been 
erased, I felt no shyness or shame. My smile bloomed as he sat next 
to me, looking around at the scenery as if he’d never seen it before 
either. “This is pretty. Where are we?” 

“T think it’s Cancun. I’ve never been. Needed a good escape.” 

“Long day?” 

“Tll say. This reaping thing is no joke. I’m trying to be what they 
need, but I overdid it today.” 

“Yeah? How many did you reap?” 

I loved that I didn’t have to explain what reaping was to him. He 
was a figment of my imagination, the cutie. “Too many. Terraway 
will eat well, hopefully.” 

“You're a good person, giving yourself up for them. You sure it’s 
worth it?” 

“Tm sure I can’t live with myself if a whole world goes starving 
and I could’ve done something about it.” 

“This is going to be harder than I thought,” he murmured under 


his breath. He looked me over with obvious lust poking through his 
gentlemanly demeanor. “I’ve never seen a woman clothed in so 
little.” 

“You’ve never seen a woman in a bathing suit before?” 

“Not one like that, no. You’re stunning.” 

“You’re not so bad yourself. You got a name to go with that 
smile?” I felt a little slutty that I’d made out with him in my dream 
before without bothering to give him a name. “If you’re going to be 
making reoccurring appearances in my dreams, you might as well 
have a name. Fair warning, you’ve got some steep competition. It’s 
usually Ian Somerhalder in my nighttime boy fantasies.” 

The man pursed his lips that were just the right amount of 
plump. “I could tell you what my friends call me, but if you keep 
dressing like that, I don’t think we’ll be friends much longer.” 

“Philip,” I breathed, dubbing him the name of the prince in one 
of the fairytales that Allie used to read to me when I was little. The 
illustrated prince in the book had a chin dimple, just like my dream 
guy did. “Let’s call you Philip. And I’ll be Gracie. I always liked that 
nickname best.” 

“Very pretty. It suits you. Too gracious for your own good.” We 
laid back on the sand, and I grinned when he touched his toes to 
mine. I loved my dreams because my OCD didn’t inhibit me here. I 
was free. Philip’s feet were large, his toes long in comparison with 
my smaller feet. “I like it here. What made you pick this place?” 

I shrugged and adjusted my bikini strap, which made his gaze 
drift to my chest. 

That’s right. I’ve got moves. I only use them in my dreams, but 
still. 

“Tt’s far away from where I am in real life.” 

“And where are you in real life?” 

“Someplace I don’t want to be.” I watched the gentle waves 
come in and wondered if I would someday learn how to swim. My 
smile died on my lips as I pondered all the choices that had led me 
to work for Ezra and permit complete strangers into my space. In 
the span of a couple days, our little group had grown closer — close 
enough to lean on. Most of my friends I’d known a decade now 
weren’t close enough for me to want to lean on. I wasn’t sure what 
it was about this group that made them the exception. 

Philip leaned his shoulder to mine. “But where? Where’s your 
home?” 


“Here,” I said, pointing to the ocean. “I live here now. I was 
thinking of putting a sofa over by the shore so I can watch the 
ocean like it’s a TV.” 

Philip smiled at me through his note of irritation that I didn’t 
want to talk about reality. “You’re a stubborn one. It plays in your 
favor that you’re a pretty little thing.” 

I'd never loved the idea of being called a thing, but I went with 
it, since he looked at me like I was beautiful when he said it. “Then 
why’d you come back?” I realized I’d probably brought him here, 
wanting another taste of his lips. 

“T wanted to see you again. Get to know you.” 

I shook my head. “Not much to know. Gracie Reese. 5’5”, nurse, 
and imagination surf champ.” I shook my head. “I came here to 
forget reality for a while.” 

Philip moved his body to cover mine and leaned over me, his 
taut muscles looking almost photo-shopped. “I think I can help with 
that.” 

When his lips touched mine, all talk about home stopped. There 
was nothing but his lips, my legs, his hands and the beach. 


Four. 
Bygones and Bully 


I was warm and comfortable when I slowly came back 


to myself. Passing out from too much reaping was an 
ordeal I was unfamiliar with, so I was grateful I slept 
through the bulk of it with such a pleasant dream. The 
whole nightmare of Titus and his head crumbling 
beneath my hands felt like a distant Dali-esque 
hallucination tinged with surrealism that was all too 
real. The world was wreathed in a fuzzy white hue as I 
tried to grasp onto the reality I was certain had a fair 
amount of “oh crap” to it. 

The crap sandwich grew more unavoidable when I finally 
opened my eyes and saw Von in a chair next to the bed. 

Not my bed. 

Not my house. 

I sat up, my body moving slower than I would’ve liked. The 
sheets weren’t mine. I couldn’t be sure they were clean. I tried to 
extract myself from the stranger germs that were no doubt crawling 
all over me by now, but only managed to twist myself in the 
bedding more, until I was swimming in a sea of pea green fabric 
and no doubt dangerous amoebas. 

“Whoa, calm down. I’ve got you.” Von ripped the comforter off 
me, and instantly I could breathe easier. 


“Where am I?” I swung my feet over the side of the bed, but 
they were clumsy and flopped against the bedframe like rubber. 
“Stupid useless feet. Come on. Get it together, guys.” 

“Take it easy, love. You’re in no condition to run a marathon 
just yet.” 

“Tm fine.” In the back of my mind, I knew it was a dumb idea to 
stand up, but I was too stubborn to listen to Von or my brain. 
Determination. That was the only language I spoke. My attempt at 
standing on my own was short-lived. My knees buckled, and I 
collapsed on the floor, banging my elbow hard on the ground. “Ow! 
Oh, that stings.” 

Von stood back, hands on his hips as he surveyed the mess that I 
was, sprawled out on the light beige carpeted floor. “Well, I told 
you to calm down. You were flopping around like a manatee out of 
water.” He reached down and lifted me gently, ushering me back to 
the bed. I loved how Von said “water”. Such a simple word, but his 
British accent did wonders with it. 

I sat up with my feet over the side, a mix of frustrated and 
embarrassed. “Thanks. I guess I’m not firing on all cylinders.” 

Von whipped out his phone and said into it, “She’s awake, but 
you were right. Her body’s not cooperating just yet.” He paused, 
studying my face as if looking for something to report back. “Yeah. 
Come on up.” He hung up and shot me a reassuring half-smile. 
“Better now that you’re not on the floor?” 

“Much. Where am I?” 

“Ezra’s house.” 

“Seriously? Again?” I looked sideways up at him. “You alright?” 
I asked of his absence that morning. 

“T am. I spent the day getting myself taken off your case, 
apparently.” He sighed, and that haunted look of too much weight 
on his shoulders dimmed the jokes his eyes and lips usually danced 
with. “It was fun while it lasted, yeah? The whole upstanding 9-5, 
or in your case 7-7, wasn’t for me. Not a huge surprise when 
Danny’s right, but he never tires of the confirmation.” 

I nodded slowly, my brain taking longer than usual to digest the 
information. “I guess that makes sense. Fun night with Katrina?” 

“Very fun night, though you were right about her trying to steal 
my knickers. Fun little fetish, but I and my underwear escaped.” 

“Thanks for the report. So now what? Can I stop being a Death 
Omen?” 


Von watched my face, taking a beat before answering. “No. You 
can’t get fired quite as easily. Mason can replace me on his own 
well enough.” 

My shoulders slumped. I’d expected as much, but the 
verification sucked. “You need a letter of recommendation or 
something?” 

Von let out a humorless chuckle. “No. I’ll go back to what I was 
doing before, though I don’t imagine Ezra will rehire me now. 
There’s plenty of work for Duwende outcasts who didn’t graduate 
the Academy, though not a lot for half-vampires.” He cleared his 
throat, not meeting my gaze. “I had an errand to run this morning, 
and it took longer than expected. That’s why I didn’t show up to the 
house at seven.” 

I nodded, not wanting to get into a fight. I was still pretty pissed 
that ’d been attacked by Titus, and I didn’t want to hear excuses 
why a grown man couldn’t show up to work on time. “It’s fine,” I 
lied. I could feel evasiveness in his explanation, though I didn’t 
have the heart to investigate why. 

Von sat back down in the chair near the bed, not looking at me. 
“What do you want me to say?” 

My eyes narrowed as I heard people coming up the stairs toward 
the room. I made sure to keep my voice low so our conversation 
would be private. “I want you to say you didn’t give a crap about 
my life or what happened to me. I want you to be honest. I want 
you to admit that I’m being asked to sacrifice everything for your 
people, while you get to go screw my friend, sleep in and do 
whatever else you want, like it’s all a flipping vacation. I went 
through the crap of it today, and you were gone.” It wasn’t a 
challenge; I just wanted the truth. So many times had Bev told me 
how much she’d wanted to be there for this school event or that 
function, but something always came up. It was a lifetime of 
‘running errands’, and I was tired of it. 

Von exhaled. “You know that’s not true. I just didn’t manage my 
time well. Simple as that.” 

My hands started to itch, so I gave the backs of them a clumsy 
scratch. “Alright. You had things to do. We can leave it at that. I’m 
alive. Bygones. It was good to meet you.” 

He ran his hand over his face as the bedroom door opened. 
Danny’s eyebrows were pushed together, his expression that of a 
rhino gearing up for a battle of the horns. “What happened? I told 


you to follow me after we were done in the hospital when I took 
Mariang to the car. You can’t run yourself into the ground because 
itll make you useless the next day! Let me test your reflexes.” 
Danny was shouting as he planted himself directly in front of me. 
He tapped on my knees, but received no response. I debated 
between retracting from him and meeting his harsh advance with 
one of my own. “See? Now you’re useless!” 

“You don’t have to yell at me,” I replied, trying to keep my 
indignation even-toned. 

Ezra came in behind Danny with Mason and Mariang. “October 
Grace, are you hurt?” Ezra had kind aqua eyes that seemed 
genuinely concerned for my condition. I’d never had a parent worry 
if I was hurt, or talk to me like they cared. I knew Ezra’s agenda 
was to get me to like him so I didn’t cause problems for him and 
Bev, but every now and then I caught a note of sincerity I couldn’t 
explain away. 

On instinct, I retracted from the compassion, afraid of trusting it 
and then getting bit. “I’m fine. Dazed, but fine. Who’s that?” I 
pointed to a man in a black suit who came in behind Ezra. He had a 
goatee, was in his late thirties, and looked about zero kinds of fun 
and nine kinds of serious. 

Ezra turned to acknowledge the man. “This is Andy. He'll be 
added to the security detail I’m assigning you until I can get a 
handle on things. He’s Duwende, so he can pull a little stress from 
you in a pinch, but he won’t be able to take souls from you, since 
Mason and Von are your Reapers.” 

“Tm okay without the extra protection,” I insisted. 

Danny jabbed his finger at me, too angry to be reasoned with. 
“You can’t act all indestructible when one of your Death Reapers is 
a joke!” 

I glared up at him. “I’d like to know who you think you’re 
yelling at. Don’t be pissed at me. I didn’t do anything wrong. Ya’ll 
are constantly reminding me how down and out Terraway is, but 
now I’m in trouble because I’m trying to fix the problem faster than 
you want? Nonsense!” 

Danny was instantly fed up. He threw his hands in the air and 
backed away. “That’s it. I can’t deal with her when she’s like this. 
She’s being impossible, Ezra!” 

Mariang’s bell-like voice tried to temper Danny’s fury. “Danny, 
you’re shouting! You’re scaring her.” 


I pointed to the door. “Go outside.” 

“What?” 

I stood precariously, grateful that Von offered his arm on my 
elbow to steady me so I didn’t lose my balance. “Go into the 
hallway and come back when you’re good and ready to act like an 
adult.” 

Danny’s face soured. “Are you serious? You’re practically a 
teenager!” 

“And youre an old man who should know better. Someone has 
to be the adult here, and you sure don’t seem up for the task. Now, 
march!” I lowered my volume. “Go back out and come in with a 
new attitude, or I don’t say a word.” 

We glared at each other until Danny realized that I held all the 
cards. He breathed hard through his nose like a bull, then stomped 
out, slammed the door and came back in with the exact same 
expression and edge to his tone. “October, how great that you’re 
alive and well. It’s great that you woke up when we weren’t sure 
you would! Everything’s... great. Say, do you think you could never 
do that again when you’ve only got one Puller on you? That would 
be great.” 

Von laughed, despite the somber mood. “Oh, that was priceless. 
Why do I never get these moments on film?” 

I gripped the headboard as a residual wave of exhaustion hit me. 
“Okay, everyone needs to sit down. I’m on the verge of passing out 
again, so just be cool.” 

Danny stormed out of the room and came back a few seconds 
later with a bottle of water, thrusting it in my face and nearly 
hitting my nose with it. “There. Now can you talk?” 

I uncapped the bottle with shaking fingers and tipped the cold 
liquid to my lips. The refresher felt amazing, reviving me a 
marginal amount. I wasn’t used to my limbs being so out of sorts, 
and I didn’t care for the vulnerability of it. I tilted my head up at 
Danny, smiling through my loathing. “Did anyone ever tell you that 
you’re a sweetie pie? I mean, you’re practically a My Little Pony 
with all your precious little love muffiny goodness. As soon as you 
grow your hair out, I’m braiding it for you and brushing sparkles in 
it.” 

“Ezra!” Danny shouted, pointing at me like a true tattletale. 
“Deal with her!” 

Ezra cut through our bickering with a finality in his tone. “Time 


to put your childishness aside, you two.” He turned his shoulders to 
address only me, his crisp white oxford shirt not daring to crease at 
the slight movement. “October, if Von is not with you and Mason, 
please limit the number of reapings to as many as Mariang can do.” 

I balked as Von’s head whipped in Ezra’s direction. “I’m not 
fired?” 

“Though you deserve it, no. It’s clear she can do far more with 
two Reapers than with one. We need to take our advantage where 
we can get it. Is that acceptable to you, October Grace?” 

“Sure. I don’t want to babysit, though. I don’t want to have to 
drag a grown man out of bed or wait for him to show up to work.” I 
scratched the back of my left hand with the plastic cap of my water 
bottle. “So if you can handle that end of things, I can work with 
Von just fine.” 

“That’s fair.” Ezra placed his hand on Von’s shoulder. Though he 
was not forceful, Von stiffened at the authoritative contact that 
subtly told him to shape up. “Von, you’ll spend every night with 
Mason and October. There will be no more going out. You cared 
about this chance at redemption enough to steal the job. Now it’s 
time to actually do your job. Pulling during sleep is quite effective. 
If she’s bent on saving our people at any cost, you'll do everything 
to make certain the effort doesn’t kill her.” 

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” Von’s blue and gold eyes were alight 
with new life at the second chance he had not anticipated. I could 
tell he was used to being fired. 

This was clearly not what Danny wanted to hear. He erupted in 
a sea of questions and aggressive exclamations, some directed at 
me, though I was barely upright. ’m not sure what he was 
expecting me to say. “I’ll wait until you’re finished,” I said when 
Danny paused for my rebuttal. “I assume you eventually want to 
hear about the Goblin King’s threat when you run out of air?” 

Danny’s small nose scrunched. “What threat? He’s dead.” 

“Oh, the threat he told me that’s already in motion. The one you 
probably don’t want to be yelling at me about. Unless you really do 
want me to put makeup on you and do your hair up all pretty first. I 
mean, I assume that’s what all the yelling’s really been about.” 

Ezra touched his finger to his forehead, centering himself. 
“Apologies. Do continue, dear.” 

It threw me whenever he called me dear or darling, but I 
breezed over it when Mason sat down next to me on the bed. “It’s a 


family matter, so new guy needs to wait outside.” I motioned to 
Andy, whom Ezra dismissed with a wave of his hand. “Thanks. 
Titus said that if I didn’t cooperate and give him the whole stone, 
he had spies in the security detail you hired, Ezra, who would target 
Mason and Von.” 

“Target how?” 

“He threatened me by saying they could feed a few organs not 
necessary for survival to Sylvia’s people. Keep the guys alive, but 
slice them up. He said he could do the same to Danny if I got 
attached to him. He said I only needed one Duwende, so if worse 
came to worst, the plants in security could do away with one of 
you.” 

At this, Mariang burst into tears and ran out of the room. 

Danny glowered at me. “Did you have to be so graphic? You 
know she’s sensitive.” 

My head tilted to the side as I looked up at him curiously. 
“You're really thinking about her when your life’s being threatened? 
Huh. You’re sweeter than I thought. That’s actually real decent of 
you, Danny.” 

Danny started shouting again in exasperation. “Hello! 
Everything she goes through affects me. I have to clean up every 
mess. If she’s upset, it falls to me to handle.” 

I nodded at the epiphany. “Ah, gotcha. So you’re not worried 
about her. You’re worried about how her loving you is a burden on 
you. Makes sense. Prince Charming if I ever saw one. I daresay 
that’s a leg up from My Little Pony.” 

Danny turned to Ezra and pointed at me. “Would you deal with 
her before I lose my temper?” 

I gaped at Danny. “This is you keeping your temper? You’re 
yelling like a toddler.” 

Ezra waved a hand in the air to clear it of our bickering. 
“Continue with relevant information, October Grace.” 

“One of the plants in security might try to steal the stone soon to 
give to some guy named... I think it was Sam?” 

“Sama,” Danny breathed, his head hanging in defeat. “I was 
hoping he wouldn’t find out about you yet. We need more time 
before he gets a plan into action.” 

“Who’s Sama?” 

Mason fielded this one. “The immortal Mangkukulam.” 

For my benefit, Von added, “That’s sort of like a witch.” 


“Super,” I deadpanned. 

Mason continued, “Sama and another mage studied under the 
last Kapre — that’s a giant-like man who loves gems and enchants 
them with magic. They’re extinct now. Have been for like, a 
century.” 

Ezra picked up the story for me. “Sama and the other mage 
stumbled upon the secret to the immortality curse, but the last 
Kapre punished them for using it. No one knows what became of 
the second mage, but Sama’s been confined to an island no one can 
get to in Terraway. So he’ll live forever alone.” 

“Then what’s the big threat? If Sama can’t get to us, who cares if 
he knows we have the sagrado stone?” 

Ezra was patient with my question. “Over the decades, Sama’s 
been perfecting his magic. He can send his spirit out into others 
now. Weak-minded people are usually his targets, and do his 
bidding. It’s how he negotiates with the rulers of Terraway. He 
offers rations and relief from the famine, but with Sama, it’s never 
help that should be taken. His help always comes with strings that 
are most difficult to sever.” 

Mason rubbed my back, inching closer to my side. “The sagrado 
stone would make Sama’s rations useless. He wants us owing him 
favors. He wants to be in control of Terraway. Immortality’s 
nothing if you can’t lord it over the mortals.” 

Danny let out a huff of frustration. “All that can wait until later 
to be discussed. Tell me what Titus said. Was he working for 
himself, or was he going to hand over the stone to Sama?” 

I took another drink of water, prolonging the swallows just to 
watch Danny creep closer to the edge of exploding again. “Ah. 
Refreshing. No. It sounded like Titus wanted to keep it for himself. 
Though I’m not sure if the plants were from just him, or from Sama, 
or from both.” 

“Well, that doesn’t help us much,” Danny grumbled, as if the 
lack of information that pleased him was my fault. “If the plants in 
your security are from Titus, they'll go away since he’s gone. If 
they’re from Sama, then we still don’t know who we can trust.” 

“Sounded a little like both of them were going to target us for 
the stone, though I don’t think they were working together.” 

Danny’s frown tightened. “Brilliant.” 

I shrugged, not sure if Danny wanted an apology for something 
that wasn’t my fault. “Titus let it slip that they’ll target Mariang 


next. He said something about her being precious to you, Ezra, and 
that if you didn’t comply with giving the Goblins the stone, they’d 
start in on her non-vital organs. Now that they have me, they’re not 
as concerned with making sure Mariang stays alive. She’s more of a 
tool to get you to comply.” 

Ezra gripped the wall, all of a sudden needing it to keep himself 
upright. “Mariang? Mariang!” he called into the hallway, going 
from composed king to crazed father. “Mariang!” 

Though I didn’t expect her to be abducted right then, her 
answering call was a relief felt around the room. When she entered, 
tucked in her father’s embrace, Danny and Von postured. Mason 
stood between the door and the group as sentry. I saw just how 
much she was treasured by the people in her life. 

Bev hugged me once that I remember. It was for a mother 
daughter pageant, and they needed photos of all the mothers with 
their daughters. I had been wrestled into a red, white and blue 
leotard with a giant white hoopskirt and white high heels. While 
I’m sure lots of five-year olds want to wear three-inch high heels, I 
was not that girl, nor could I walk in them. Bev wore a matching 
outfit that had been adulted up for the occasion. Her white skirt 
barely covered her butt, and instead of a leotard, she wore a red 
halter top that clung to her braless breasts. She shoved those babies 
in every judge’s face she could find. To get me to smile for the 
picture, she had pinched my arm hard to get me to comply. When 
she’d drawn blood with her acrylic fingernails, a drop of red had 
spilled onto my white hoopskirt. I still remember that beating. 

Ollie had long since refused to go to any kind of pageanting 
event, so Allie had been there to chaperone. When I fell onstage 
because of the high heels I was far too young to handle, Allie held 
me while I cried for ruining Mama’s special day. 

After an adolescence of that, I cared probably a little too much 
about ruining people’s days with my feelings, so I kept them tucked 
away as much as I was able. I couldn’t feel much love in hugs or 
truth in affection. But looking at Ezra gripping his adult daughter in 
fear that someone might snatch her away, I almost believed that 
people could love, and that there didn’t have to be a camera present 
for your parent to hug you. 

Ezra explained everything, and Mariang paled further, which I 
did not think was possible. 

“There’s more,” I said, bringing the scattered attention back to 


business. “Titus didn’t tell me who the spies were, but I assume 
they’re already in place. Point is, if we increase security around 
Mariang, it’s a risk. We don’t know who’s in Sama’s pocket and 
who’s trustworthy. My vote is we only trust each other. Not too 
many better options than the people in this room.” 

Ezra clutched his daughter tight, fear etched on his face as the 
impossible conundrum hung in the air. 


Five. 
My Freak-out 
Barometer 


V on sat next to me on the edge of the bed when it 


was just the two of us left in the room. He leaned his left 
shoulder against the headboard after the others went 
downstairs to debate over what measures should be 
taken. Our legs were slung over the side of the bed, 
though we kept a few inches of space between us. He 
slowly lit his cigar and puffed on the end, looking 


bedraggled and certainly not like he’d slept in. 

“Where were you really?” I asked. 

“At Katrina’s.” 

“Youre a terrible liar, you know. If you were thinking of taking 
up a career as a double agent for the CIA or something, I’d give the 
want ads another browse through.” 

Von eyed me. “Actually, I’m a brilliant liar. Strange that you see 
through it. Fine. I went over to a friend’s in the morning. It got a 
little messy, and took longer than it should’ve. By the time I got 
back, you lot were gone.” 

“Oh, good. I was worried you’d be cryptic about it. You know, it 
sucks that you get to keep secrets and I can’t.” 

“What a mess,” Von murmured, his eyes downcast. His head 
hung like there was a weight around his neck. “No offense, but this 


pulling job’s more involved than I realized. No wonder Danny’s 
always such a wanker.” 

“Yup.” 

“Ezra gave me the job guarding the mansion only a few months 
ago. I was trying to turn things around, but of course I mucked it 
up.” 

“Oh, I didn’t realize you were that new here. What were you 
doing before this?” 

“Nothing I was proud enough to list on a resume.” 

I winced, remembering Danny’s mention of him being a 
prostitute. I wondered how long ago all of that was. 

Von held his right hand up to show it to me, displaying its 
innocence. “You’re ripping your skin, you know. Yow’re going to 
draw blood, and I’m already feeling it. Can I take a little of the edge 
off?” 

“Oh. I didn’t realize I was doing it.” I considered his offer and 
finally nodded, my voice quiet so no one heard my admission of 
weakness. “Sure. Thanks. Just please don’t—” 

“T know.” Von gently rubbed my back in slow circles. “Don’t 
touch your hands and don’t pull too hard. I know.” It took less than 
a minute for my completely erect spine to slump as Von relaxed me. 
It was the pulling, sure, but it was also the contact that soothed me. 
He and Mason offered it so freely and so often — I knew it wouldn’t 
be long before I became a contact junkie, seeking out physical touch 
for no reason other than luxury, rubbing up against random 
strangers on the street. 

Von slid me closer so I was tucked into his side, my head under 
his chin as he smoked, blowing out rings over my head that floated 
down in front of my nose. I didn’t mind the minty, masculine smell 
of Von, nor his cigars. That same magnetic tug in my gut erased my 
engrained hesitation I would normally feel at being held so close. 
Von rubbed his thumb down my face, and I closed my eyes. So 
rarely was I comforted, but the longer Von held me and found new 
ways to touch me, I was grateful for the kindness. “Rough day, 
huh.” 

“What would make you say that?” 

Von snorted into my hair. “You called Prince Langgam ‘Lang’. 
Nobody calls him that.” 

“Well, he’s a tool to abduct me. He’s lucky I don’t call him a 
vicious blowhole.” 


“You killed the Goblin King. Do you want to talk about it?” 

“Tm not really a talker when it comes to stuff like mass-murder, 
so I’ll pass.” 

“Fair enough. For the record, I think you were quite brave to use 
the stone how you did.” 

“T won’t sit back and be a puppet while someone threatens you 
and Mason. I won’t play nice when someone tells me Mariang’s next 
on the list. She’s a sweet girl. Doesn’t deserve that.” I cleared my 
throat. “But I shouldn’t have killed Titus.” 

Von was quiet a few beats while he held me. If Ollie could see 
me now, wrapped in a man’s arms and not squirming to get away, 
he wouldn’t recognize me. I blame it on the drama of the day. “I’m 
sorry I wasn’t there. I should’ve been. I wanted to be. I thought I 
had time to run that errand, but I didn’t.” He rubbed concentric 
circles into my back. “How much are you freaking out right now?” 

I shrugged. “I dunno. Like, a six? This pulling thing’s messing 
with my barometer, so it’s difficult to feel anything in the right 
amount.” 

Von’s voice was quiet when he spoke. “I spent a fair amount of 
the time you were asleep studying up on OCD.” 

I stiffened. “You don’t need to do that.” 

“There are a lot of inconsistencies with what’s online and how 
you are. This right here, this relaxing you’re doing in my arms? It’s 
not typical behavior for someone with your condition. Are you 
quite sure you weren’t misdiagnosed? You come off more like an 
abused kitten than a mental case.” 

I didn’t know whether to shove him for implying I was crazy, or 
if I should be touched that he actually tried to figure me out by 
researching OCD online. “I’m relaxed because you’re doing your 
pulling thing. This isn’t something I do with other people, unless I 
have to in order to blend in. Appearing normal is key, I’ve found.” 

“But that’s just it. The things I’ve been reading say that you 
wouldn’t be able to blend in, but you somehow find a way. I’ve seen 
it. I don’t understand.” 

I closed my eyes and ducked my head. “I dunno. It’s as foreign 
to me as it is to you. Could you do me a favor?” 

“You want I should buy you a pony?” 

I snorted, leaning my head to his cheek. “Could you hold me like 
this a little while longer? It’s... and I... Today’s been... I’m not good 
at this, but I want to be. Now that I have a chance to be normal? I 


want that.” 

I could feel Von’s cheek lifting with a precious smile. “A 
beautiful woman asking me to hold her? What a rough job this is 
turning out to be.” 

“Thank you.” I cleared my throat and snuggled more firmly into 
Von’s side. “What you were doing this morning after Katrina’s, your 
secret package drop — was it important?” 

“It was to me, yes.” 

“Okay, then. I can move on and be cool about it.” 

Von stroked his hand down my side. “Thanks, Peach. I promise 
to plan better next time. I have a thing I have to do every week, and 
I didn’t want to miss my appointment. I’m trying to work out this 
new schedule, but reaping seems to be pretty all-encompassing.” 

“Youre telling me.” 

Andy opened the door and walked right in, not knocking or 
anything. He stood at attention near the exit after checking the 
windows were secure. His goatee was cut short to his face, and I 
couldn’t decide if it made him look more or less adult. Being that I 
pegged his age at around thirty-eight, I’m guessing the goatee aged 
him slightly. “Ezra said you weren’t to be out of my sight. Carry 
on.” 

Von bristled, his arms still around my malleable form that was 
growing more rigid by the second. “Hey, I almost got to second base 
here, mate. Think you could give us a little space?” 

My mouth fell open at Von’s insinuation that he was trying to 
put the moves on me. “Huh?” Then I turned to Andy, indignant I’'d 
been assigned yet another babysitter. “I think I’m okay sitting in a 
room. Von’s here. It’s Mariang they’re targeting, not me.” 

“Ezra’s orders. More Duwende are on the way. You'll be well 
protected.” 

I twisted in Von’s long arms to look up at him as he took his 
cigar from his teeth. Making sure to keep my voice to a whisper, I 
said, “Von, I don’t want to do this. I don’t want to be here. I told 
Ezra about the plants. This isn’t a good idea.” 

He held my troubled gaze before kissing the crest of my cheek. 
“T know.” 

“T want to go home and back to my regular job.” 

He pressed his forehead to mine. “I wish you could, but you 
can’t. This is what it is for you, Peach.” My face fell, but I kept my 
mouth shut as the devastation crushed me. He rubbed my back 


again. “Whoa. That was strong. I felt you crash just then. Hey, it’s 
alright.” Von was being sweet to me more than usual, and the funny 
thing was that I didn’t mind it at all. “Do you know how many 
women would kill to be able to do what you do? You're a national 
treasure! You’re one in ten million. Look! You’ve got your very own 
purse holder.” He motioned to Andy, who was still standing at 
attention. “We need you.” 

I was lost, and didn’t want to find myself here in this world. 
“Can I call my brother? I’m not doing so hot.” 

“Of course. You can use my phone.” He handed me his device, 
which I only wiped off once, instead of the three times I usually 
needed to. Von pointed to the phone. “See, the wiping it offs OCD, 
but that you can use it knowing there are still germs on it isn’t OCD. 
It makes no sense.” His eyebrows furrowed as he tried to puzzle 
through what I’d resigned myself to years ago. My brain was 
broken, and that’s the size of it. 

“T don’t think I mind your germs,” I replied honestly. 

The corner of Von’s mouth tugged upward, his eyes dancing 
with that light I adored. “Not in front of Andy, Peach. He’s going to 
get all sorts of sordid mental images of us tangled up in these very 
sheets.” 

“Oh, stop being handsome,” I scolded him, palming his face. I 
tucked my chin downward when my blush crept up at the kiss he 
placed to the center of my palm. I prayed he wouldn’t notice the 
girlish thrill he injected into a long-dead part of me. 

“Not possible.” He squeezed me tighter, guiding my free hand to 
rest in his lap while the phone started ringing. 

After two rings, the voice that nearly jerked the tears out of me 
answered. “Hello?” 

“Ollie?” 

“Where are you? Why aren’t you calling me on your phone? 
What’s wrong?” 

I fished around for an acceptable answer. “I’m out with... with 
Von.” I shot Von a look of apology he waved off. “I’m just hanging 
out with Mariang and all them to get to know our new sister.” 

“What’s wrong? I can hear it in your voice.” 

“Nothing. I’m fine.” My voice caught, and I wished beyond 
anything that I could be granted the privacy to break down. “I just 
missed you, is all. I think I might be late coming home. I’ll be there, 
but not for a while.” Another swoon hit me, so I gripped Von’s knee 


to keep myself from fainting. I accidentally let out a quiet whimper. 

“Where are you at? I’ll come to you.” 

“Ollie, you can’t. ’m alright. Go hang out with Gabby. I’ll see 
you tonight.” 

“No way. I can tell something’s wrong. What is it? Did Bev do 
something? Is it work? Gabby told me about Beto and Jessica. Is 
that it?” 

“No. And how did she know about them? Why didn’t she tell 
me? Did everyone know but me?” The cut hit me afresh. I closed 
my eyes and rested my forehead in the crook of Von’s neck, where 
he guided me. His warm skin centered me through my 
despondency. “Ollie, what am I doing?” 

“You’re coming home right now. Tell me where you are.” 

“What am I doing?” I repeated, utterly lost. 

Von took the phone from me and made pretty convincing static 
noises before turning it off. “There, there, darling.” 

Von’s embrace was too comforting, too soothing. Something 
about the wonderfulness of it all reminded me that I didn’t belong 
in the arms of the hot guy. I didn’t belong in anyone’s arms, though 
part of me wished the indulgence would never end. When I stood 
and stumbled toward the door, Andy intercepted my path. “Where 
do you think you’re going?” 

“T can’t do this. ’m going home.” 

“You’re not going home. You're staying right here.” 

Panic welled in my chest, making my heart thump erratically. “I 
don’t live here! I’m not a prisoner! I’ll go home when I feel like it, 
because that’s what normal people do. I’m normal!” I insisted, 
sounding every bit like the crazy person I knew I was. 

Andy blocked the doorway. “Sit down, Lady October. Ezra will 
get more men here to escort you wherever you need to go. Now 
that we know what your capacity is for reaping, that will be your 
new daily quota. Terraway will be back on its feet in no time.” 

“What? No! I was attacked today, and I’m exhausted. I’m going 
home.” Andy was hard to move, and I wasn’t sure if I wanted to 
full-on come to blows with him just yet. “Dude, I need to go home. 
Shift it!” 

Andy reached out and grabbed onto my hands with a punishing 
grip. Anxiety nudged me when people touched my hands, but when 
Andy squeezed me without mercy, the fear flooded through my 
nervous system. “You'll stay and do your duty!” he commanded, 


shooting waves of submission through me. 

I fought with the feeling of calm he tried to inject into me, but 
the more I tried to fend it off, my fight went straight into Andy, like 
he was sucking my will through a straw. I felt myself emptying - 
my fight, my personality, my choices all leaving me the longer 
Andy gripped my hands. I’d never had much, but I always had 
myself. Now Andy was taking even that from me. The second I 
entertained the thought that I truly hated this stranger, the feeling 
vanished, replaced with a hollow sense of peace I didn’t want and 
didn’t need. 

“No!” Von was shouting, trying to pry me loose from Andy. 
“That’s not how this is supposed to work! Pulling isn’t used for 
mind control here! And you can’t touch her hands. Don’t you know 
anything about your charge? Let go!” 

I screamed as my knees went weak and Andy lowered me to the 
ground. The last thing I saw was Von’s cigar hitting the floor as he 
threw a punch at Andy, and then the world went dark. 


Six. 
Faking the Flu 


I awoke in the back of Terence the Taurus once again. 


“What? Where? Huh?” was all I could get out. I’d been 
laying upright with my head on Mason’s shoulder. When 
I pulled away from him, the world spun. 

“Easy, tiger. We’re on our way to your house.” Von had his 
knees open, taking up too much of the backseat. His blue t-shirt was 
rumpled and there was a yellow paint stain on the thigh of his 
jeans. “Here, have something to eat. It’s been a while.” 

Mindlessly I took the burrito Mariang handed back to me from 
the passenger’s seat and bit into it as questions bubbled up inside of 
me. “What happened?” 

Danny spoke over the others. “Andy got himself fired. He barely 
made it an hour on the job. That’s got to be some kind of record.” 

Mariang turned from the front passenger’s seat to face me, 
placing her frail hand on my knee. “When you tried to leave, Andy 
pulled your will from you. He blissed you out to keep you in the 
mansion. That’s very much against the rules. They used to do that 
with the Omens before Dad was instated as the Ambassador to the 
Topside. That’s how they got their numbers so high. They had a few 
Omens, and they’d work the girls until they dropped. If they tried to 
escape, the Reapers blissed them out. Then it started all over the 
next day.” 

My mouth fell open, horrified. “Are you kidding me?” 

Mariang nodded, her gaunt face solemn. “Dad ruled against that 


practice with me, which is why I’m still alive.” 

Von’s mouth was drawn in a tight line as he went down his row 
of fingers, cracking them one by one. “Good for production. Bad for, 
you know, all of humanity. That’s how they burned through so 
many Omens.” He chucked my kneecap with his knuckles. “You 
holding up alright, November? 

“T think so. A little dazed. My limbs feel like Jell-O.” 

Mason’s arm around me scooped me closer. I sunk into his side 
as he rubbed my back, soothing the ache inside me that felt never- 
ending at this point. I chewed my burrito, smelling the 
unmistakable lavender scent of my waterless antibacterial hand 
sanitizer. “Did I wash my hands in my sleep?” I asked him, 
embarrassed. 

Mason chuckled, leaning against the door of the car and turning 
his body sideways so I could sit in between his legs, rest against his 
chest and give Von more room. He raked his fingers through my 
ponytail as I ate. “Do you often wash your hands in your sleep?” 

“Not often. Just a few times.” Ollie and Allie had caught me 
washing my hands several nights till my skin bled in the bathroom. 

“No. I did that. Thought you might want any trace of Andy off 
you when you woke up.” 

My eyes closed as I tried not to let myself fall apart at the depth 
of the thoughtfulness in that simple gesture. I reached up and 
pressed my palm to his trimmed beard, trusting Mason enough to 
not picture the germs crawling all over him. “Thank you. That 
was... thank you.” 

He kissed the inside of my wrist and leaned over my shoulder 
with his mouth open, as if he was about to take a bite of my 
burrito. He grinned when I inhaled two giant mouthfuls of bean and 
cheesy goodness, so he couldn’t steal my meal. 

“You'd better hurry. I’m coming for the rest of that baby if you 
don’t eat it.” There was a casual sweetness to Mason that made me 
forget how upset I was supposed to be. I knew he wasn’t doing 
excessive pulling; it was simply who he was. He hugged me around 
the middle, supporting my weight while I relaxed into him. “You 
don’t have to worry about Andy. Ezra will send a replacement out 
in the morning, and that’s that.” 

Von added, “Danny and I talked Father of the Year out of the 
small army he wanted to send.” 

“Not that I think we’re safer without the extra protection,” 


Danny muttered. “I can’t believe Andy did that. I’m sorry, kid. I 
should’ve been there to stop him.” 

I blinked in Danny’s direction, confused at his unexpected 
humility. “Thanks, Danny. But you weren’t even in the room. You 
couldn’t have known.” 

“T reviewed his test scores. I okayed him to come on the job and 
shadow me. He shouldn’t have done that. The only time Von, 
Mason or I would ever bliss you out is if you’re on the verge of a 
heart attack or something. I did it once to Mariang by accident 
when I was new on the job, and felt horrible about it for weeks. It’s 
like, one step off from date rape in my book.” 

Mariang reached over and stroked his forearm. “It was an 
accident, Danny Bear. What Andy did was on purpose.” 

Danny’s jaw was set, and I knew that though no one held him 
accountable for a mistake made years ago, he would not be 
forgiving himself any time soon. “Point is, Andy’s gone. And 
honestly, ’m not thrilled with just jumping into a replacement 
tomorrow, knowing any of them could be spies. We’ve got the three 
of us watching the two of you. Should be enough for now. That is if 
someone can remember to show up to work on time tomorrow.” 

“That okay with you?” Von asked me quietly, his eyes insecure, 
but friendly. 

“Can you remember to show up on time tomorrow?” 

Von shrugged and shot me a wink. “Probably not.” 

Danny choked the steering wheel as he turned into my 
driveway, groaning while Mariang giggled softly. 

I only made it into the house upright because Von let me lean on 
him after Mason turned himself into the gray wolf I loved. Danny 
was carrying Mariang like a baby. It was sweet, given their intense 
connection, but I renewed my vow to never let a man carry me like 
that. 

The cicadas were making their evening humming buzz sound 
that lulled me into thinking sleep might be on the horizon. But 
when Ollie barked his relief at us, I knew I wouldn’t get to rest 
anytime soon. “Where were you? Do you know how worried I’ve 
been?” Ollie was still in his jeans and red polo, even though it was 
close to ten o’clock at night. 

“Hey, Ollie. You didn’t have to wait up. I told you I’d be back, 
and here I am.” 

“You’re barely upright! What happened? You sounded scared on 


the phone. This guy? Is he the problem?” Ollie jabbed his thumb 
towards Von, who lowered me gingerly into a chair at the dining 
room table. The recessed lighting above me highlighted the bags 
under my eyes, no doubt. Mason sat at my side, his muzzle resting 
on my knee. 

“Why do I always get that?” Von asked, bewildered. 

“No, Von’s fine. Danny, Mariang and Von are staying over 
tonight.” I motioned to my wan expression. “Flu. Mariang and I 
both caught it. Might want a foot of space so I don’t get you sick.” 

Ollie felt my forehead with the back of his hand. “You don’t 
have a fever.” He snatched up my keys from where Danny placed 
them on the table. “I’m taking you to Urgent Care.” 

My eyes watered as I gazed up into my brother’s look of 
absolute concern. In that simple gesture, I saw Ollie clearly. “You 
love me,” I marveled. 

“Why are you saying that like it’s some big epiphany? Of course 
I love you. Let me get you a sweater, then I’m taking you to a 
doctor.” He turned to address Danny, who’d just come back into the 
kitchen after laying Mariang down on my bed. “You should take her 
in, too. Mariang didn’t look too great. Whatever they have, I’ll take 
care of it. ’m driving.” 

“Tm fine, Ollie. Just tired. I could use a solid night’s sleep. Any 
chance that’s in the day planner?” 

Ollie put his keys down and sank into the chair next to mine. “I 
was worried. You hung up before I knew what was going on. You 
can’t do that. I’m actually here in the state. I can help you now.” 

I bit my lip, holding back the question I wanted to ask. How 
long? How long would he be here? Just long enough for me to 
depend on him, and then go back to his home in New York? 

I scratched my hands under the table to keep from blubbering 
all over the place. I was an Omen of death. It was best Ollie go back 
to his home. Whatever was hunting me, I didn’t want it anywhere 
near him. Mason licked the backs of my hands to remind me to stop 
punishing myself. I patted his fur that brought me more comfort 
than most things. “We haven’t spent much time together. Sorry I’ve 
been out so much this visit.” 

Ollie rubbed the back of his neck. “Well, that’s the thing I 
wanted to talk to you about. Me coming back wasn’t just for Bev.” 
He glanced up at Danny and Von, giving them a look that told them 
to scram. 


Von took the hint. “I’m famished. Any requests for pizza 
toppings? I’m heading out.” 

“Olives,” Ollie chimed in, pulling out a twenty. “Here. They’ve 
got chicken soup at the place in town on 42" Street and Fraser 
Boulevard. Could you pick up some soup for October and Mariang? 
That’s where youre going, right?” 

Von ignored Ollie’s cash, waving the offer away, which I knew 
earned Von a little respect in Ollie’s book. Von paused his exit to 
rub my back and pull a portion of my stress from me. “You'll be 
alright while I’m gone, November?” He lifted my hand and placed a 
kiss to the knuckle of my middle finger. 

It was sweet, and though I probably should’ve been snatching 
my hand back from his entrancing touch, I allowed my blush to 
take over, turning the corners of my mouth upwards. I leaned into 
his hip, letting myself relax into his touch for the briefest of 
moments before bucking up. “I'll be fine. Thanks.” I felt Ollie’s wide 
eyes on me, floored that I was so open around the stranger. 

After Von made his exit, Danny excused himself to go check on 
Mariang, though I could tell from his look of longing toward the 
door that he was starving. Ollie waited until it was just us and my 
dog to start in on his agenda. 


Seven. 
A World of 
Difference 


CC \ ‘ 
ou’re back with Gabby for real this time? Ollie, 


that’s awesome!” I threw my arms around my brother’s 
neck, squeezing with every ounce of energy I still 
possessed, which actually wasn’t all that much. 

“Whoa! Well, I didn’t expect that reaction. I mean, I knew you’d 
be happy, but I was worried you’d think we were rushing into 
things.” My brother wrapped his arms around me, patting my back 
before I released him. 

“Yes, rushing into things with the girl you’ve been dating on and 
off for ten years. Will you two be moving in here?” 

“No. Gabby won’t budge from her townhouse. I don’t mind.” His 
phone buzzed, and he looked at the caller ID with an expression of 
tested patience. “It’s Bev. She thinks I broke into her trailer and 
stole her doorstop. Been blowing up my phone all day, threatening 
to call the cops on me.” 

I gulped. “Oh, sorry. That was me. I took it.” 

Ollie gaped at me, and then he let out a loud laugh, clapping his 
hands together. “Oh, please tell me you stole something that’s 
actually valuable. No, now that I think of it, a rock is the best thing 
to gank. Why would she care if it’s gone? Stealing from Bev. I didn’t 
think you had it in you. You’re always so well-behaved. You’re the 
good child.” 


I shrugged. “I’m all kinds of bad to the bone now. I killed a man 
in cold blood this morning just for messing with my dog.” I tried to 
confess the truth about Titus to Ollie in my own way that wouldn’t 
let him too near Terraway. Mason sensed the tension under my 
blasé joke and rested his nose on my thigh. I reached down to 
stroke his fur. 

Ollie laughed, and the levity looked good on him. “You seem 
happy now. Man, stealing from Bev? Proud of you, kid. And you’re 
not so allergic to human contact. I noticed you leaning into Von.” 

The hint of tease to his tone needed addressing. “That was 
nothing. Von’s a nice guy. He’s like that with everyone. I’m 
surprised he hasn’t given you a lap dance yet.” 

Ollie cocked his head to the side and donned a sympathetic 
expression. “Hey, I’m sorry Beto cheated on you. I had a talk with 
him about it. I had no idea. But now that I’m moving back home, I 
can keep better tabs on things.” 

I swallowed my feelings and put on a convincing smile. “I’m 
alright. It was for the best. He’s happy with Jessica, so I guess that’s 
good.” 

“So if the air went mysteriously missing out of his tires in the 
morning and there was sugar in his gas tank, you wouldn’t point 
any fingers at me?” 

I giggled at the delinquency I expected of my brother. He wore 
polos now, but I knew him best as the white t-shirt king who didn’t 
let me get pushed around, even by his bestie. “You don’t have to 
mess with Beto on my behalf. He’s your best friend.” 

“No, you’re my best friend,” he corrected me. 

A soft smile touched my lips. “I love you, Ollie.” 

“T love you, too, kid.” 

When Von came back with seven pizzas, Ollie was too caught up 
in the liveliness of the night to examine the oddity of Von, Danny 
and my dog wolfing down six of the pies. 

“Gabby and I’ve been talking more and more, so when they 
passed me over for the promotion again at work, I just up and left.” 
He confessed the crime as if only just telling himself what he’d 
done. “I still can’t believe I quit. I mean, all my stuff’s still in New 
York. I'll have to go pack it all up and move it home. As soon as my 
lease is up, and I’ll be coming back to Georgia.” 

“That’s great! That’s so great! I mean, think of all the fun we'll 
have. Staying up late watching movies, going to the park. Oh! And 


they have a new ice cream shop in town I know you'll love.” 

“Tll be going back to New York tomorrow early morning with 
Gabby. She’s going to stay with me these next few weeks, help me 
pack up, and then I’ll be moving home. Well, to her home, but still. 
I'll be just ten minutes away now.” 

We talked animatedly for the duration of the pizza eating 
contest Von, Mason and Danny seemed to be in. It was only when 
my eyelids started drooping that I consented to turn in. Ollie took a 
chance and hugged me one more time before going to his room to 
sleep. “You hug people without cringing now. I like it on you,” he 
commented. 

“T could say the same thing about you. Gabby’s a good influence. 
Loosens you up. Look at us.” I tried to stand straighter. “Almost 
normal.” 

“Almost. Goodnight, kiddo.” 

It was only when Danny retreated to my bedroom that I realized 
I would be sleeping on the pullout sofa. It wasn’t that big a deal. It 
was encased in tight plastic still, so I wasn’t terribly worried about 
the mold spores and germs that might leak out and infest my lungs 
while I slept. I dragged out three comforters from the hall closet to 
make a suitable nest on the pullout. 

I didn’t say a word to Von when he handed over the bathroom 
to me to shower and change into my pajamas, but I felt the tension 
building. I didn’t sleep with other people in the room. Beto had 
tried to stay the night a few times, but I’d made him sleep on the 
couch. Come to think of it, I might have an idea of why we kept 
breaking up. 

The water couldn’t get hot enough to cleanse all of Andy’s germs 
off, so I had to rely on my soap doing most of the dirty work. When 
I emerged from the shower and wrapped my soft pure white towel 
around me, I felt one-fifth more me, which made a world of 
difference. 


Eight. 
Penny’s Dad 


V/ on wasn’t as attuned to my nerves unless he 


touched me, so the plan was to give him a wide berth. 
When I came out of the bathroom ready for bed, I found 
him already stretched out on the pullout under the 
covers, reading a paperback. His free hand cradled his 
head as he stared up at the pages with his shirt off. So 
much for making him sleep on the floor. 

I didn’t say a word as I climbed onto the creaky sofa’s thin 
mattress. The springy frame made every shift noticeable, so I tried 
to move as little as possible while I sought out comfort in the two 
feet of space his much larger body had left me. Mason left us to go 
take a quick shower. “Whatcha reading?” I asked politely. 

Von flipped the cover to me with an expression that was firm, as 
if he knew something about the book would cause a fight. My eyes 
widened when they fell on the title. “Your Partner’s OCD and You? 
What the crap is that? Is that a joke?” 

Von raised an eyebrow at me. “I’m not having a laugh. This is 
my job. You don’t like to talk about these things, and I didn’t want 
to push the issue. There’s a lot I don’t understand about you, and I 
need to if I’m to do my job properly.” His face pulled into a frown. 
“Are you quite sure you weren’t misdiagnosed? Some of the things 
in here aren’t lining up to what I’ve noticed of you. Sometimes it’s 
spot on OCD, and other times you’re fully functional. This books 


makes it seem like you can’t turn it on and off, like I’ve seen you 
do.” 

“We already had this conversation. ’m about to make you eat 
that book, so I’d tread lightly if I were you. How would you feel if I 
read a book called Everything that’s Wrong with Von?” 

“T’d be a bit embarrassed if there was a chapter about my night 
with Felicia. Not my best performance, but in my defense, I was 
stinking drunk. Other than that, I’'d be flattered you wanted to 
understand me. That’s all this is.” 

I blew out a long breath, trying to rein in my temper before it 
lashed out too much. “Fine. You want to know more? I can do 
normal things because I have to. I’ve been through years of therapy. 
Ollie and Allie were relentless, trying to make me normal. I’m on 
medication that helps me calm down about big things that other 
people think are small things. That’s how it might not look like your 
textbook, which should really be titled, Why October’s Going to Die 
Alone.” 

Though I’d spilled my guts, Von wasn’t satisfied. “But this book 
even addresses people who are on medication and have gotten help. 
The fact that you are able to do normal things isn’t normal. I don’t 
understand it, but I’m trying to.” He put the book on the end table 
and rolled on his side to stroke my arm. “This is me. This is how I 
am when I care about someone in my life.” He brushed a light kiss 
to my lips and whispered, “Love me as I am, darling.” 

I deflated, knowing he was right, and that I was very lucky to be 
in bed with such a thoughtful guy. Though I knew it was meant to 
be platonic, his precious little kiss sent warmth into my belly and 
brought color to my cheeks. “Okay. Could you not read that book 
around me, though? I feel on edge just looking at the title.” 

“T can do that.” He rubbed my bicep, massaging lightly. “And 
you won’t die alone. Mason and J are here until the end — no matter 
what end.” 

I don’t know why this made my eyes water, the pledge that 
threatened to wipe away one of my worst fears. “Don’t say nice 
things to me,” I warned, my lashes sweeping shut so I didn’t have to 
take in the sincerity that radiated off him. 

Von opened his mouth to respond, but his thoughts were 
interrupted by his phone, which he answered with a steadying sigh 
on the second ring. “Angela?” My dreamy mood had no effect on 
the dark cloud that settled over Von as his conversation grew 


harsher. “What? No! You can’t do this. We had an agreement!” 

He ripped off the covers and stomped outside in his bare feet, 
but I could still hear him just fine. I tried not to eavesdrop, but it 
was impossible. 

“She’s like a daughter to me! The new job is... They discovered a 
new Omen, and I was in the right place at the right time. No one 
else could suck the soul from her, so I did it. Now it’s my job... Yes, 
I’m telling you the truth. I have a new job, and this is it. You can’t 
take Penny away from me because I might miss my day with her! I 
was there this morning. I’ve never missed a date. This is a 
legitimate job, Ange... Must you always yell when you need 
money?” 

It was at that point I decided I knew enough about the situation 
to make myself useful. I slipped my shoes on and moved out onto 
the porch where Von was frantically trying to reassure Angela that 
no, he wasn’t a deadbeat dad, and yes, he really was my Reaper. I 
motioned for the phone, keeping my voice even when Von handed 
it over. “Hello? Is this Angela?” 

The woman’s nasal voice went from aggressive to confused. 
“Who is this?” 

“This is October. ’m the new Omen working with Mariang. Is 
something wrong with moving the date Von sees his daughter? 
Because we can try to work around your schedule if you can clear it 
with Ezra. I know Von’s just crushed that he might need you to 
switch dates, but it’s not really something we have control over. 
Maybe if you cleared your schedule with Ezra, we could work 
something out.” 

Girlfriend was shocked, which meant she stopped any edge in 
her voice when she answered me. “I didn’t know the kingdom found 
a new Omen. I mean, there’s been no announcement Topside. 
Forgive me, Lady... I’m sorry. What was your name again?” 

“October.” I batted at Von’s hand to stop him from nervously 
chewing on his nails. He was on edge while he watched me work 
the human magic of diplomacy. “You haven’t heard of me yet 
because I’m still in training. Von and Danny have been real helpful, 
showing me the ropes. I don’t know what state the kingdom would 
be in, were it not for Von stepping up when no one else could. 
Please make sure Penny knows what an asset her daddy is to the 
kingdom.” I put on my kindest voice. 

“Von’s not Penny’s father,” Angela informed me. 


My eyebrows drew together in confusion as I looked up at Von 
for verification. He shrugged noncommittally, which cleared 
absolutely nothing up. “Okay. Well, thanks for being so 
understanding with moving your schedule. I know it’s hard, and I’m 
sorry for being a pain to you.” 

“So the money will keep coming in regularly?” Angela asked 
tentatively, getting down to the bottom line. 

“T don’t see why it wouldn't.” 

“Working for the new Omen, eh? He’s really your Reaper? That’s 
gotta pay well. Does it pay better than his gig working security for 
King Manaul? Will Von be sending more money?” 

Ah, there it is. The classiest girl a blowhole who didn’t think with 
his upstairs brain could procreate with. Or not procreate with. I 
wasn’t totally sure what was going on. “I really can’t speak to that. 
I’m still in training, so I haven’t been paid anything yet myself. 
That’s something you'll have to work out with Von.” I lowered my 
voice. “But I'll tell you that threatening to take Penny away from 
him isn’t the way to go about getting more money. In fact, if this 
becomes an issue, I might have to fire him and get myself a whole 
new Duwende if he’s too distracted by family drama to do quality 
work. I would imagine whatever lesser paying job he has to slum it 
with after this would give you a lot less to work with.” I pushed the 
issue further, narrowing my eyes at Von in a threat. “Has he ever 
missed a child support payment before?” 

Von shook his head from side to side so fast, I swear his eyeballs 
rattled. 

“No,” Angela confirmed. “And it’s not child support, but it’s not 
exactly enough money to live on.” 

I ignored Von’s look of anxiety and introduced a bit of edge to 
my voice, my accent dipping into my southern lilt that sometimes 
flew out when I was tired or impatient. “Well, I would think that his 
new steady government job would help with all that. If I were you, 
I’'d be accommodating as a sunshine in July right about now. I’m 
tired, and if my Duwende can’t pull enough stress from me, [ll 
move onto someone who can. I’m handing you back to Von now, so 
I'd wrap it up in a pretty little bow that serves Penny’s best 
interest.” 

I gave the phone to Von, not expecting him to engulf me in a 
hug that was filled with relief and gratitude. His tone was light, and 
he gripped me tight as he ended the conversation with a much more 


amiable Angela. 

He shoved the phone into his pocket and squeezed me with both 
arms, incredulous that he’d escaped losing his daughter. Or not 
daughter. I still wasn’t sure. “That was brilliant! I didn’t want to 
bring you in on the drama, but boy, was that a good time for you to 
step in. Did Danny tell you about Penny?” 

I wrapped my arms around him and rubbed his naked back, 
smiling at his elation that made him seem like a younger boy in the 
moonlight. His black hair was messy, and made him look even more 
adorable than usual. I don’t know how guys can roll out of bed with 
chaotic hair and still look as sexy as a magazine cover. “No, I just 
put it together from your conversation. For the record, I am sorry 
I’m making things more complicated for you with Angela and 
Penny. How old is she?” 

“Six going on sixteen.” 

“Is she your daughter or not? I was getting kind of confused.” 

Von let out a heavy sigh. “Technically, no. I had a one-night 
stand with Angela a while back. She told me I got her pregnant, and 
I believed her without checking the facts. When Penny came, Danny 
went behind my back and got a paternity test. Turns out she’s not 
mine. Angela just knew I’d step up and help her out with the kid if I 
thought she was. But it was too late; I got attached.” 

“This was six years ago, and she’s still in your life?” 

“Yeah. Angela’s not the best at paying bills when there’s alcohol 
to be had. I help out when I can. I never give Angela the cash, of 
course. The woman’s got a gift for turning cash into alcohol.” 

“That’s some magic trick.” 

“T pay the heat bill and the water bill directly. Same with 
Penny’s school tuition.” 

I looked up at him with a small smile. “You love Angela. That’s 
very sweet.” 

Von made a face. “That wench? No. I don’t love Angela. I love 
Penny. Penny’s amazing. Best thing that ever happened to me, no 
contest. I can’t believe you... Let me show you pictures!” He took 
his phone back out and flipped through the photos stored there to 
show me the best-ofs with his almost-daughter. His arms were still 
wrapped around me, my temple pressed to his cheek. The funny 
thing about it all was that I didn’t mind it. In fact, I think I kind of 
liked being held so sweetly by the hot half-naked man. 

“So let me get this straight, you’re paying the bills for a kid 


who’s not yours?” 

“When you say it like that, it sounds off. Penny thinks of me as 
her father. She doesn’t know I’m not. I can’t let that die in a little 
girl so young. Angela asked me to take Penny out once a week so 
she can get things done. Angela had an emergency and needed me 
to watch Penny this morning for a few hours. Best part of my week, 
that girl.” 

My mouth fell open. I couldn’t believe someone could care that 
much about a child, to protect her and provide a better life for her 
even though he didn’t have to. “That’s maybe the nicest thing I’ve 
ever heard. Why didn’t you tell me that’s where you were this 
morning?” 

Von shrugged. “No one asked. I’m fine with people assuming I’m 
lazy.” 

My conscience pinged. “I’m sorry I jumped to conclusions.” 

“We're still getting to know each other. How about you don’t 
apologize for not knowing me when I’m purposefully being 
evasive?” 

“You’re too nice. You should be madder at me.” 

“Tl save my anger for when you insult my cigars.” He found a 
picture that made him smile even wider than the others had. “This 
one was us making birthday cupcakes for her kindergarten class. 
Her favorite color that week was green, so I pureed broccoli and 
added it to the batter to make them match her dress. They were 
horrid, but she didn’t care. She was so proud to take those into 
school.” He chuckled at the photo. “I learned an important lesson in 
the kitchen that day: if you cover something inedible with chocolate 
icing, children don’t know the difference.” 

“Aw, she’s a cutie. I didn’t know you baked.” 

“Only broccoli cupcakes.” 

“Well, I hear they’re the best kind.” 

Penny was a pretty little gangly girl. She had a round face and 
blonde hair, unlike Von’s angular model-like facial features and 
messy black hair. She was tall for her age, and wiry. Totally cute. 
Von was eager to show her off, as if he was truly her father. “This 
one’s of us at the zoo. She didn’t believe me that wombats weren’t 
bats.” He showed me one of her next to the wombat exhibit with 
her eyebrows furrowed in confusion and disappointment. 

“She’s stinking cute,” I commented, and she was. In nearly every 
photo, Penny was looking at the man holding the camera, or the 


man in the photo next to her as if he hung the moon. I’d never 
known a father figure like that, and knew that I had to do whatever 
it took to keep Penny’s idyllic image of her daddy intact. Someone 
should have a happy ending, and if it couldn’t be me, it should 
probably be the six-year-old with yellow-colored pigtails. She still 
had a chance at normal. “Come inside. It’s getting cold, and ’m 
beat.” 

We moved back into the house, seeking warmth under the 
covers to escape the outdoor chill that reached into our bones. Von 
stretched his arm under my neck, angling me so I slid into his nook. 
We held each other in the dark, with only the light from under the 
door of the bathroom shedding a little illumination on us. Though I 
couldn’t see every detail of his features, I could make out enough to 
tell that he was on cloud nine. “Thank you so much, Peach. I can’t 
tell you how much I love that girl, and how hard Angela makes 
things. She only lets me see her if I keep the money coming. Since I 
have no legal claim, I do what I have to so I can see Penny, and 
make sure she has a father looking after her. I make sure Angela’s 
remembering to feed her, wash her clothes, take her to the dentist, 
and things of that sort.” 

“No problem. I probably shouldn’ta barged in like that, but it 
seemed like the right thing to do at the time.” 

He let out a joyous laugh at his good fortune, rubbing warmth 
into my cold arm as our legs naturally tangled around each other’s. 
I couldn’t believe how easy it was to relax around him. “I owe you 
so much. Tomorrow I’ll make you breakfast in bed. P’ll make sure 
Danny isn’t such a control freak and lets you pick the radio station. 
I'll...” He paused to look at me with new appreciation. “I'll do 
whatever you want. [’ll make this work. All of it.” 

My heart started beating unnaturally, and I didn’t trust the 
unfamiliar rhythm. “Don’t say things like that and look at me like 
that.” 

“Like what?” 

“Like Pm... Don’t say things you might not deliver on.” 

Von’s face grew somber. “You have no idea who I was before it 
all broke.” 

“Before what all broke?” 

He looked at me like he wanted to tell me his secrets, but pursed 
his lips instead. “Just, before. It’s why Danny hates me so much. I 
used to be the one everyone counted on, the one who got things 


done for my brothers. Now I’m a half-vamp. Now I’m the one who 
didn’t graduate. I wasn’t always such a disappointment. I was top of 
my class before it all crumbled.” 

I rubbed his arm, not feeling the germs I knew had to be there 
somewhere. “Who do you want to be now? Seems like as good a 
time as any for a fresh start.” 

Von examined my face as he searched to make sure there was 
truth in my offer for a new beginning. “I want to be the man who 
earns a shot at something good, and then takes that chance and 
does something amazing with it. I want to turn good into amazing. I 
had that potential before, I think. Lost it along the way.” 

My gaze softened as I studied the sincerity in his tone, the 
blazing determination in his eyes. “I think that’s well within your 
control. I mean, not as cool as if you’d said you wanted to be a 
video game champion, but to each his own. If you want to become 
a better man, then I guess I’ll just have to live with it.” 


Nine. 
Necking with 
Dracula 


Vl on smiled with new hope beaming through his 


dimples. “Tomorrow starts day one of the old Von. The 
one before it all broke. I liked that bloke. Wait till you 
see him. I’m thinking he goes commando and needs a 
new pair of shoes.” He winked at me. “How do you 
think I'll look in something without paint stains on it?” 

“You’re fine with the paint stains. You already look like a TV 
teen vampire or something. The paint stains even it out so girls 
don’t fall head over heels too fast. Give us a fighting chance to resist 
you.” 

A wicked grin swept over his face at my admission of attraction. 
“Just say it. You want me for my hot vampire body.” 

“You know what I mean.” I pointed to his wily grin. “Shut that 
smile down; you know it’s up to no good.” 

Von sat up on his elbow, reached his hand over and swept my 
damp hair off my forehead so he could look deep into my eyes. “I’m 
sorry I didn’t show up this morning. I promise P’ll—” 

“Shh.” I shook my head. “Don’t promise; just do. If you want to 
be responsible and earn this job, then do it. Sure, you were at the 
right place at the right time at Ezra’s house, but now make it your 
business to keep your job. Deserve this job. Penny’s worth a dad 
who can do that. Just tell me when you need to be gone, and we’ll 


work around it. You don’t have to keep your life from me.” 

Von studied the details of my face as if I was something special. 
“T don’t think I’ll ever deserve what you did for me tonight.” 

“Make it your business to earn it, then. I need you to be on your 
game. Be better than whoever Danny picks out to guard me.” 

“T will, November.” Von softened us both with the use of the 
nickname I was growing to love. The corner of his mouth drew up 
in a teasing half-smile. “TV teen vampire, eh? You think I’m sexy.” 

I scoffed. “You know you’re sexy. I’m not adding to that inflated 
ego.” 

“Whatever. You basically just begged me to suck on your neck.” 
He laughed at my mouth that fell open. “Come here, you succulent 
little peach!” He grabbed me around the waist to start a war I was 
too flustered to win right away. He rocked me over until he was on 
top. He grinned at my squirm while we wrestled for a few minutes, 
laughing as we played like flirty teenagers who should know better. 

No one really played with me like this. It was my fault; I was too 
uptight to let down my guard so thoroughly. I don’t know why it 
was easier to laugh with Von, but I found I couldn’t help the elation 
that cleared the cobwebbed holes in me I’d long given up on. 

It wasn’t until he nipped at my neck that things turned. “I vant 
to suck your blood!” he said in an imitation of Dracula, his lips 
grazing a sensitive spot on my neck as he bit down lightly. 

I squealed as I fought off the waves of attraction I tried not to 
feel. We had to work together for who knows how long, and it 
wouldn’t help the situation if I developed a crush on the man 
currently chewing on my neck like a wildebeest. “Shit! Von, you 
can’t... Mm...” My eyes closed as my head tilted back to grant him 
further access, despite my better judgment. My back arched as his 
arm snaked under me, pressing my chest to his as I lost myself in a 
moment I had no right to be in. Heat flooded my belly and spread 
out through my limbs like a fire that only wanted more — oh, please, 
please a little bit more. 

My hand fisted in Von’s hair, making his moan match my 
wanton pleading for the moment to stretch on for an eternity. His 
thumb found the dimple in the dip of my hip, working the 
vulnerable spot as if I was an instrument Von was well-versed in 
strumming. My whole body hummed the song that was being 
played between our bare stomachs, the tension tighter than a 
fiddle’s string. Our navels touched without caring about the 


ramifications. 

This was it. It was exactly what Danny warned me about. I 
would never behave like this with anyone else; it was the Omen- 
Reaper voodoo that was messing with my mind, making me think 
there was something that begged to be explored between us. 

Between the sheets. 

I’m not sure what might’ve happened, but I knew nothing would 
when Ollie’s door opened and he padded into the living room, 
horrified at walking in on a half-naked man atop his moaning and 
writhing sister. He took several steps back, aghast. “October, what 
are you doing? I heard noises, so I...” 

Von rolled off me, only mildly miffed that our playful romp had 
been interrupted. 

I was mortified. I jumped out of the bed, my hands on my 
crimson cheeks as I searched for anything that might make sense. 
“We weren’t doing anything! We were just goofing around. I swear, 
Ollie.” 

“This guy? He’s so old!” 

“Hello, Beto was eight years older, and you had no problem with 
him. Von’s only seven years older than I am,” I protested before 
catching myself. “We’re not hooking up, so it doesn’t matter how 
old Von is.” 

Von was settled on his back atop the mattress, and held up his 
hands in surrender. “Nothing going on here, Officer.” 

Ollie’s face was red. “I didn’t mean to barge in on whatever that 
was. I’ll go back to bed.” He cast me a hurt look that I hadn’t told 
him I had a man in my life. 

“Tt’s really not like that,” I assured him, chagrinned. 

“Tt’s fine. Goodnight, guys.” 

When Ollie disappeared into his bedroom, I buried my face in 
my hands. “I can’t believe that just happened! You’re not a vampire; 
you’re a warlock or something. I’m not usually like that. Black 
magic, that was.” 

“You don’t usually invite foreign men to suck on your neck? 
Shame. You really seemed to like it.” 

“Shut up! I’m so embarrassed!” I shut my eyes tight, wishing I 
could melt into the carpet and disappear. “This is what Danny 
warned me about, that I’d start developing feelings or whatever for 
you or Mason.” I blushed all over again, admitting to the thing I 
didn’t want to examine too closely. “That’s not going to happen 


here. I genuinely like you, and I don’t want things to get confusing.” 

Von shrugged in faux confusion. “What’s perplexing about a 
good friend, who was a stranger a week ago, hopping into bed with 
you and sucking on your neck?” When I responded with an 
exasperated groan, Von dropped the act. “Okay, okay. I get it. I can 
be less sexy, less amazing, less addictive. It’ll be hard, but [ll 
manage mediocrity for you.” Then he gave me a sincere smile, 
which made my shoulders relax. “I genuinely like you, too. That 
stunt you pulled out there, talking Angela down? No one goes to bat 
for me, but you did without knowing all the details.” 

I motioned between us. “We’re a team.” I covered my face with 
my hands again as the image of me writhing beneath him on the 
pullout struck me anew. “Oh, and I made it weird by being all flirty. 
I’m sorry. That’s really not me.” 

“You mentioned. It’s the Omen-Reaper bond. I feel it, too.” The 
bedframe creaked as Von rolled to my side of the bed. He stood 
before me, so close I could smell his deodorant and cigars. He 
moved my hands away from my face by gently cuffing my wrists. 
“Hey, there’s nothing to be upset about. That was fun, and it doesn’t 
seem like you’ve had a whole lot of that in your life. ’m all about 
the fun. I live for it. Happy to impart my knowledge of enjoying 
one’s life onto you. Come to bed, kitten. In the morning, everything 
will be normal.” 

“T made it all weird now! I really didn’t mean anything by the 
vampire comment. So uncool of me. I don’t know why I said it.” 

“Because I’m dead sexy, obviously.” He motioned to his toned 
form. “You’re only human, and apparently, ’m a vampire. You 
didn’t stand a chance.” He winked at me and climbed back into the 
bed. “Come on. Relax. You never relax, and then when you finally 
do, you apologize over and over for it.” 

“Really? Just like that?” 

“Just like that. Get on in.” Von peeled back the covers and 
waved me inside the haven. He tugged me down to lay next to him 
so I didn’t have to feel awkward and hug the edge of the narrow 
bed. My hand rested on his bare chest, and my head found its home 
on his shoulder. He sighed contentedly. “This is nice. Should’ve 
gotten me one of you years ago.” 

“An Omen?” 

“No, a girl friend ’m not having sex with. Sleeping with you? 
It’s the most naked I’ve let myself get with a woman.” 


“T’m sure Katrina begs to differ.” 

“There’s nudity and then there’s naked.” 

I pondered Von’s comment as I stroked his chest, tangling my 
fingers in the nonintrusive puffs of hair as I relaxed us both. When I 
felt eyes on me, I turned to find Mason staring up at us, fresh from 
his shower, and towel-dried, thank goodness. 

“Come on, boy.” I patted my pillow, inviting Mason to share my 
side of the bed. He looked up at me with a note of reluctance in his 
gray eyes, like he thought three was a crowd or something. He 
finally hopped up next to me and laid his head down on my pillow. 
I rolled over to kiss his snout before settling into the thin mattress 
on my back. I stared up at the ceiling while Mason leaned into my 
side to warm me. 

Von stroked my arm, and I knew he was pulling off thin layers 
of stress. He was tender with me, like I was something to be treated 
with gentle hands. I didn’t get a lot of that in my normal life. 
“Youre really worked up,” he observed with mild concern. 

“Tm nervous about tomorrow. The whole threat on everyone’s 
lives thing,” I admitted, knowing if I was going to keep Von around, 
I had to start depending on him. Mason butted closer to my side so I 
was hedged in between my two pillars of strength. 

“You don’t have to be scared. I went to school up until my last 
year. I’m as trained as anybody at the Academy. Just a little out of 
practice.” Von ran his hand down my arm and rested it across my 
navel, his stomach pressed to my side. “And Mason actually 
graduated. Plus, he’s a well-known badass. Did he tell you about the 
Amalanhigs?” 

“Are those the zombies?” 

Von snorted. “Yeah, I guess they kind of are like zombies.” 

“Yeah, he told me about them.” 

“Well, he’s a wild zombie killer. You’ve got nothing to worry 
about. Plus, he’s Matruculan. That breed’s far stronger than the 
others if they don’t cut their hair. Strength’s tied to their hair never 
being chopped, hence the dreads.” 

I reached my fingers up and stroked the underside of his jaw, 
doing the same to Mason with my other hand. “Stop trying to 
impress me with your five dollar words like ‘hence’.” 

“T can’t help myself.” 

Mason and Von were determined to give me a good night’s 
sleep. They pulled away my anxiety, my fear and my unnecessary 


fight. All my OCD was no match for the calm they replaced my 
neurosis with. While it was taxing sharing my house with four new 
people, I was grateful for the twisted road that made it possible for 
me to sleep in a bed with a man. “Thanks for being cool,” I 
murmured. “It’s been a long day.” 

“If ’m here, you don’t have to worry.” 

“You know, you sound like you actually mean that.” I hmm’d 
when he leaned his cheek into my palm, the fondness between us 
blooming into something sturdier than a passing flirt. It was like I 
could feel his heartbeat, even though my hand wasn’t pressed to his 
chest anymore. 

His eyebrows furrowed, and his hand reached over to scratch his 
chest, confused at the tug I could feel on my end too. “This Omen- 
Reaper bond is stronger than I expected. You’re deeper in here than 
I realized. I don’t have much experience with... I mean, I have only 
brothers.” 

“That’s okay. I’m pretty well grown by now. But sure, you can 
be my backup older brother.” 

“In case you need a spare?” 

“Sure.” I closed my eyes, reveling in the freedom I felt at being 
so open, when I’d lived most of my life keeping my friends at arm’s 
length. Danny had been right; this bond was no joke. “Goodnight, 
Von.” 

Von surprised me by kissing my lips for the second time, making 
my eyes fly open. It was a light brush, a sweet peck, but I didn’t 
have friends who did that. Heck, I barely let them hug me. Von 
seemed to treat my hang-ups as he did most rules, and simply 
ignored them. “Goodnight, November,” he whispered with a soft 
smile. His dimples communicated a devotion that resonated with 
the part of me Beto had never been able to touch. I could feel 
loyalty in my bones when I caught a glimpse of the real thing, and I 
saw it that night in Von’s eyes as he looked down on me with 
affection that transcended our many differences. 

Mason sneezed, interrupting my over-analysis of the moment. 

And just like that, I fell asleep, safe in Von’s arms with my wolf 
by my side. 

Hours later, I barely roused when Ollie kissed my forehead. “I’m 
headed to the airport, October,” he whispered. Von shifted against 
me, his arm that stretched around my waist gave Mason a sweet pat 
in his sleep. He’d been using my leg as a body pillow, my thigh 


sandwiched between his knees. Von’s nose was burrowed into my 
cheek, as if he wanted to smell my skin while he slept. It would’ve 
been weird if it didn’t give me the best feeling in the world. 

My voice was scratchy as I struggled to wake myself. “Okay. Let 
me drive you.” 

“No, no. I’ve got to return the rental anyway. Go back to sleep.” 

I opened my eyes to get a look at my brother’s furrowed brows 
as he leaned over the back of the couch to stare down at us. “What’s 
wrong?” 

“Nothing. I’m just having a panicked dad moment. Seeing you in 
bed with a guy? I’m not sure I’m ready for that. I’m debating 
between congratulating you and calling up the McCray brothers to 
get myself a gun.” 

“Von’s just a friend,” I murmured in a whisper, and then my 
whisper took on a fiery determination. “And don’t you dare go to 
the McCray brothers for a single thing. You’ll not ask for so much as 
a toothpick from them. And if a toothpick or anything shows up on 
our doorstep from them, you burn it.” 

Ollie wasn’t surprised or put off by my sudden temper flare. 
“You and that pride. I got over all of it years ago. You should, too. 
Judge keeps trying to make amends.” 

“Judge McCray can take a flying leap.” I stared up at my 
brother, whose eyes were on Von, a look of deep consternation on 
his face. I glanced to Von, who looked angelic in sleep. “Von really 
is just a friend, Ollie.” 

Von mumbled with his eyes still shut, “Now, now. Don’t lie to 
the poor bloke. We all know I’m stark raving naked under this 
blanket.” 

“Go back to sleep,” I scolded Von, casting up an apologetic look 
at Ollie. “We’re not hooking up. I promise.” I don’t know why I felt 
the need to assure my brother so many times. 

Ollie tilted his head to the side. “You’re growing up, kid. I wish I 
could keep you in training wheels forever.” 

I cast Ollie a sleepy smile as my eyes drifted shut again. Mason’s 
fur was warm and so very soft, and Von’s body wrapped around 
mine with his forehead resting on my temple gave me a heavy dose 
of his masculine scent. I could feel both of their inherent rhythms, 
and found a deep sense of peace, sandwiched between both of their 
synchronized heartbeats. “Have a safe flight, Ollie. Love you.” 

“Love you, too.” 


Ten. 
Nurse Gracie 


uitting the only job I’d ever loved was awful. The 


look on the warden’s round face ensured that the shame 
of leaving him in the lurch would remain buried deep. 
I’'d allowed Von and Mason to come into the prison with 
me, but not to the warden’s office. When I emerged, my 
hand slipped into Mason’s, and I could feel him pulling 
at the angst and devastation of leaving my life of choice 
behind. 


Von gripped my shoulder, sensing my sorrow. “Wow. I didn’t 
think anyone liked work as much as you do. You alright? You’re 
actually holding someone’s hand of your own volition.” 

Mason looked down at me, clearly pleased that I was reaching 
for one of them, silently asking for pulling instead of resisting them 
every step of the way. He squeezed my fingers three times, letting 
me know he liked it when I held his hand. 

“T’m fine, Von.” 

“Dollar,” Von reminded me of the Denial Jar bet. He was right; I 
was like, a planet away from fine. 

“Well, I’m officially unemployed. So I won’t have dollars to 
spare soon enough.” 

“Guess you’re going to have to stop lying about if you’re okay or 
not.” Von quirked his eyebrow at me. “And obviously your new job 
comes with a salary. You’re the national treasure now. I don’t think 


you'll have to worry about money for a while.” 

“Oh. Well, that’s good. I was a little worried about how I was 
going to pay for things.” I swallowed, clinging to Mason’s hand as 
we walked to the infirmary. I had a few things that were mine that I 
needed to collect before I left. A stethoscope, my mug, and a few 
items I didn’t actually need, but couldn’t justify leaving behind. I 
inhaled deeply, relishing the familiar scent of antiseptic and 
bandages that mingled in with the waft of concrete from the bare 
halls. Some people don’t care about how clean smells to a girl, but I 
took another deep drag to make sure the memory stuck deep inside 
of me. 

“Well, if it isn’t the girl who’s finally late for work,” said 
Brenden with a small smile in his voice. He held out his wrist to 
show I was a whopping ten minutes late. He looked up from his 
clipboard, the grin falling off his face in surprise when he saw I 
came with a male supermodel and a Viking in a polo. “Hello. I don’t 
believe we’ve met. Brenden McAllister.” His brown eyes watched 
Mason’s hand leave mine to shake his. 

Brenden touched the slight cleft in his chin and then pushed his 
black-rimmed glasses further up on his face. They were always 
sliding down, but his wife loved the frames, so he wore them even 
though they annoyed him on the job. 

“Mason. Nice to meet you. This is Von.” 

Brenden answered a crackle on the intercom that told him a 
patient was being escorted up. He glanced at my jeans and lavender 
t-shirt and frowned. “You’re not dressed for work. Don’t tell me 
you're finally making a dent in your vacation days.” He shot me a 
knowing look and smirked at Mason. “Take as many as you need. 
Good for you, Gracie.” 

Mason shot me a look of confusion as to why Brenden was 
calling me by my middle name, but I ignored him. “Actually, I just 
quit.” 

Brenden abandoned his clipboard and the patient files that were 
too many for one person to get through in a day. “Wait, what? Is it 
because of Pistola? I can treat him without you in the room, if you 
like.” 

I scratched the back of my hand, wishing the guys weren’t here 
for this conversation. “Not at all. Believe me, I wish things were 
different, but it’s just time for me to move on.” 

Brenden’s green scrubs seemed less cheery as he visibly drooped. 


“You can’t possibly think I'll be satisfied with that answer. Why? 
What’s wrong? What does Ollie have to say about this?” 

I took the insinuation that I needed my brother’s permission to 
make decisions in stride. I kept a pleasant smile on my face and my 
chin level to the ground. “It’s all fine, Brenden.” 

The buzzer announced a guard was dropping off a prisoner for 
medical attention. I groaned and threw my arms up when I saw 
who it was. “Joseph! Again? Honestly, this is your third fight this 
month. That’s gotta be your all-time high.” 

Joseph had blood dripping from his receding hairline down over 
his eyebrows and onto his chin. “I didn’t start it, Nurse Gracie.” 

“T think I’d believe that a little more if you didn’t say it every 
single time. Sing me a new song, Joseph.” 

Brenden sat the bleeding man down on the stool to get a look at 
his injury. Joseph was a gusher, and a head wound was never the 
type of injury that held back the gore. His pooched belly left him no 
lap at all when he sat on the stool. Joseph was in his late forties, 
and halfway through his ten-year sentence. He was restless, which 
meant he was prone to starting fights over the slightest insult. It 
was what Brenden and I liked to call the “halfway itch” the more 
irritable inmates just loved to scratch. 

Even though I wasn’t on the clock, I couldn’t leave Brenden 
without help. “Hey, Jerry,” I nodded to the guard who was twenty 
years my senior, but had never once called me “kid”. I liked Jerry. 

“Good to see you this morning, Nurse Gracie. Come in on your 
day off?” Jerry asked of my clothes. His dark skin stood out against 
the blue uniform that Jerry never permitted to wrinkle. 

“Something like that.” I motioned to two chairs for Von and 
Mason to sit in while I pulled on a pair of gloves. I could tell Von 
was trying to play it cool, but was uncomfortable being in the 
prison at all. 

“T don’t like this.” Mason’s full lips were set in a firm line, his 
fists clenching every now and then at his sides to express his deep 
displeasure. It was hard not to admire Mason’s sheer bulk, 
especially when his muscles were tensing. 

I tossed my hair over my shoulder. “This’ll only take a minute.” 
So dramatic. 

I set to cleaning the wound while Brenden readied the curved 
suture needle we used for stitching. I counted the sharps, making 
sure there wasn’t anything lying around that Joseph could stab us 


with. “You’ve got to stop this,” I admonished Joseph as if he was a 
five-year old (which, given the state of his temper, he pretty much 
was). “By the time you get out, your face is going to look like a 
patched shirt, and then what will your wife say?” 

Joseph grinned, and some blood dripped into his mouth and 
dribbled out his cracked lower lip. “Ah, she’ll be glad she has 
someone to kick around again, the bitter old hag.” His eyes fell on 
Von, who I noticed wore a look of rage mingled with sickness, 
marring his handsome features. Von didn’t do a good sexy 
brooding. I liked him better with that carefree punch-me-in-the-face 
smile. “And who’s this pretty piece?” Joseph asked with a smarmy 
grin. The blood oozing down his face made him appear truly 
terrifying. On a normal day, he looked much like your average 
murdering-mailman-slash-homicidal-husband (dressed in an orange 
jumper, of course). 

“He’s a friend. Archibald Hemsworth.” I made up a name on the 
spot that sounded like it could be British. I swiped at the cut on 
Joseph’s lip. “I’ve got actual friends on the outside. See? It’s what 
you have to look forward to if you have some good behavior to 
speak of.” 

“Wasn’t my fault. Pistola was going after T again. Poor kid’s too 
dumb to know not to look Pistola in the eye. Or maybe T’s got a 
death wish; I can’t decide.” 

I chewed on my lower lip, tucking that bit of information in my 
back pocket. I worried about Terence McCray. I’m not sure I’d ever 
stop worrying about him. “T’s not up here getting stitched. Does 
that mean he’s alright?” 

“For now.” 

I caught the guard’s eye. “Jerry, would you mind keeping an eye 
on T? If Pistola’s got a temper today, it won’t do to have them near 
each other. I’m not staying, so Brenden will be shorthanded. One 
less fight for Brenden to clean up, I hope.” 

Jerry nodded to me. “Of course, Nurse Gracie.” 

Joseph’s eyes swept up and down my form that I usually tried to 
keep shapeless. Though my V-neck shirt was modest, my breasts 
stood out like twin beacons. “You’re wearing civilian clothes. You 
dress up just for me, sweetheart?” 

“Yes, this is me all gussied up. Jeans is the best I get,” I replied 
with feigned exasperation. 

“T could bounce a quarter off that ass.” 


I scoffed good-naturedly. “Like you have a quarter.” 

“You always give me something pretty to look at. Almost worth 
getting into fights if you’re on the clock.” His harmless flirt made 
Mason stand from his chair, arms crossed over his broad chest as he 
stared Joseph down. I could feel both Von and Mason getting 
worked up, that tug in my chest tightening as their nerves and 
tempers climbed. 

“Lucky me. You’re saying I’m prettier than Pistola? Now, that’s 
high praise.” I jerked Joseph’s chin back so he was looking straight 
ahead and not at my breasts. “Hold still and repeat after me: ’m 
going to go back to my cell and think about what I’ve done.” It was 
hard to get an even stitch when his head kept moving, so I touched 
his chin to keep him in place while I worked. 

Joseph obeyed, and then took a chance with his life and winked 
at Mason, who raised an eyebrow at the man. Mason was still 
standing and ready to pounce if Joseph made a false move. “I don’t 
think the big one likes the look of you so close to the scary inmate.” 

I rolled my eyes. “Stop trying to convince them you're scary. We 
all know you're a giant puppy.” 

Joseph made Von jump when he broke out into a mad bark, 
howling at the men like a crazed dog before he dissolved into 
laughter while he slapped his knee. He winked at Von. “Now that 
one? He’s a tasty treat. He’d do well in here. Any chance he’s your 
replacement?” 

“Yes, Archibald’s very pretty. But no, he’s not a nurse.” I shot 
Joseph an unimpressed look in answer to his villainous laughter. I 
knew he loved that he’d gotten under Von’s skin. “Enough, you. 
Quit baiting my friends. Sit still, or Brenden will stitch your eye 
shut so you’ll walk around with a permanent wink. Think of how 
that’ll go over on the yard.” 

Joseph chuckled, his belly shaking with the deep sound. “Yes, 
Nurse Gracie.” 


Eleven. 
Von’s Sacrifice 


“O 
kay, you can’t go too far over the limit like 


that. There’s a speed trap coming up, and you’re going 
to get us pulled over,” I scolded Von, who was white- 
knuckling my steering wheel. 

“T have no words for what I just saw. I can’t... How can... Why? 
Why were you working there? Do you have a death wish?” 

“No. I had a steady job that didn’t involve sucking the life out of 
people. That back there was actually a step up from what I’m 
currently doing.” My small box of belongings in the passenger’s seat 
rattled as he turned sharply. The clattering of my stethoscope 
against my mug reminded me that I was unemployed. 

“Tm serious, November. And why were they calling you 
Gracie?” 

I looked out the window, watching the businesses and trees 
whip by. “Grace is my middle name. October Grace Reese. Allie and 
Ollie thought it best I didn’t use my first name on the job. Too 
distinctive. This way when the inmates get paroled they don’t come 
looking for me.” 

“Do you hear yourself? Here’s a tip: if you have to change your 
name at your job, it’s a dangerous job!” 

“Jeez, you look like you need a Duwende to pull some stress 
outta you. You want Mason to work his magic on that frown of 
yours before it becomes permanent?” Mason’s hand in mine was 
gripping too tight to be comforting as we sat together in the 


backseat. 

“No! What other out of your mind completely mental things are 
you up to? I can’t believe your mum let you get a job like that! And 
what does your brother have to say about this? If I had a sister, no 
way would I let that fly.” 

I bristled that he thought I needed anyone’s permission to 
choose my place of employment. “Look, I don’t work there 
anymore, so you can chill. It’s a good job. Great pay with tons of 
overtime. You know that house you woke up in? The bed you slept 
in? All paid for by my job, Allie’s and Ollie’s.” 

“Never again. I mean it. Never again.” 

“Hello, I just quit. And you don’t get to play the father card. 
Haven’t needed one of those my whole life. Not about to start now. 
You're pissing me off, Von.” 

Von’s frown twisted the face that was much more attractive 
when it was laughing. “How about I play the big brother card? You 
seem pretty close with Ollie.” 

“Because he knows better than to boss me. See this one?” I 
pointed to Mason. “He knows not to tell me how to be.” 

Mason held up his other hand like he wanted nothing to do with 
being on my side. “Ho! Don’t go putting me in this. ’m with Von. 
Joseph talked to your breasts the whole time. I’m trying to keep a 
low profile Topside so I don’t stand out too much, otherwise I 
would’ve blacked his eyes for looking at you like that. That bit 
about the quarter? Please tell me he’s never talked to you like that 
before. Tell me he was only doing it because Von and I were there, 
and he wanted to get a rise out of us.” 

When I sensed my argument taking a downward turn, I changed 
to a less contemptuous tune. “Look, it’s nice of you both to care, but 
I’m fine. It was the only place that would hire someone like me, so I 
jumped on it.” 

Von shook his head. “Loads of places would hire someone with 
OCD. You sold yourself way short.” 

My teeth ground together as I siphoned the edge off my 
response. “Not that, jackweed. I was nineteen when I graduated. 
Not many places were willing to take a chance with me. It’s why I 
have to work extra hard. I always have to prove myself. Make sure 
they know I was a good hire.” 

“Nineteen’s not all that different from eighteen to graduate from 
high school. So you got held back a grade.” Von’s tone softened and 


he relaxed his death grip on the wheel, sitting back in his seat a 
little. “Is that why you’re so hard on yourself?” 

I took in a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “I didn’t graduate 
from high school at nineteen. I got my nursing degree at nineteen.” 

Von’s eyebrows pulled together again as the corners of his 
sculpted lips tugged downward. “How’s that work? I thought those 
degrees took a couple years.” 

“Four years, yeah. I took my GED when I was fifteen, then 
worked my sweet can off at nursing school. The hospitals didn’t 
want to hire a teenager, but the warden was desperate enough to 
take a chance on me.” I hung my head. “He took a chance on me, 
and I just up and quit on him.” I felt horrible, and knew the guilt 
wouldn’t leave easily. 

“You graduated high school at fifteen?” Von whistled his 
appreciation. “Wow. Bev must’ve been some epic homeschooler.” 

I snorted at the mental image of Bev teaching me anything other 
than how to walk down a runway. “Um, no. That was all Allie and 
Ollie. They taught me everything I know. They homeschooled me so 
I could test out of high school.” 

“At fifteen?” Von repeated, astonished. 

I rolled my eyes at having to spell out my life for him. “I went to 
regular school until I finished my freshman year, then we decided I 
would be done with it. I took my GED, and that’s the name of that 
tune.” 

“T can’t believe they even let you take the test that young.” 

“T was emancipated when I was fifteen, so legally I was an 
adult.” I exhaled out a bluster of nerves at revealing so much of 
myself in one go. “Did you also want to know my social security 
number? My weight?” 

Von was quiet for about twenty seconds, and I could practically 
hear the questions piling up. “You know I’ve got to ask how bad it 
was with Bev that a judge emancipated you so young.” 

“Tll show you Bev’s trailer sometime when Danny can watch 
her,” Mason offered. “I told you about it, but seeing is a whole 
other thing.” 

“No, you won’t.” I kept my gaze stalwartly toward the window. 
“Tt was bad enough that I don’t need to talk about it. Everything 
worked out fine. Bev has a mental disorder. She wasn’t capable of 
taking care of three kids, so we gave her a break. Nothing more 
complicated than that.” 


“And I thought my family was messed up.” 

“Let’s dive into your personal life, shall we?” I enjoyed Von’s 
squirm and rubbed my hands together in anticipation. “Male escort? 
Kicked out of the Academy in your last year? Angela? Spill it.” 

“We don’t need to get into all of that unpleasantness, do we?” 

“Hey, I’m just being a good work wife. If my life’s on display, 
yours is, too.” 

Von cleared his throat. “You know all about Angela and Penny. 
And I was kicked out of the Academy for things that don’t matter 
now.” 

I scoffed. “Are you kidding me with this? No way. Out with it, 
Von.” 

Von blew a long breath out through pursed lips. “Fine. I was 
caught gambling my senior year.” 

“Huh? That’s it?” 

“That started my suspension. Then I got into it with the 
headmaster over something unrelated. He was thinking of 
penalizing Boston, my younger brother because Boston was with me 
while I was gambling.” 

“And?” I waited for the other shoe to drop. 

“And I was young and impetuous. I get a little carried away 
when the people I watch over are threatened. That’s all.” 

Mason rolled his eyes at Von’s evasiveness. “He set the 
headmaster’s car on fire. That’s what got him kicked out of the 
Academy.” He shrugged at Von’s scowl of betrayal. “What? She’s 
right. If her world’s on display, ours should be an open book for 
her, too.” 

“You set your headmaster’s car on fire for trying to penalize 
your brother for gambling?” 

Von’s steely eyes met mine in the rearview mirror. “That’s right. 
Boston went with me to Dagat for a little holiday. Dagat’s one of the 
nations in Terraway — the one Captain Finn’s from. Boston was my 
responsibility. Headmaster Chalmers was throwing around the idea 
of suspending us both, so I dropped out, did a little fire play with 
his car, and threatened more if he hurt Boston over my night of 
gambling. Turns out, Headmaster Chalmers can be reasoned with. 
You just have to find the right pressure point. The car fire didn’t do 
it, but when I told him I just might take a fancy to his daughter, he 
was surprisingly compliant.” Von thumbed the steering wheel as if 
he was trying to rub his problems off of it. “I don’t regret one 


second of it. Boston’s a fantastic Puller. He deserved to graduate, 
and he did.” 

No one spoke for several minutes until I broke the silence in a 
quiet voice. “Von?” 

“Tll not tell you what color my knickers are. Some things are 
meant to be private.” 

I fiddled with a thread on the thigh of my jeans. “I was just 
thinking that it’s a freaky coincidence that I can’t do Death Omen 
detail on Wednesdays. You might have to take the morning off and 
spend it with Penny.” 

Von’s shoulders relaxed. “I have to, now?” 

“Didn’t I tell you? I turn into a werewolf once a week like 
clockwork. I'll tell Danny that I simply can’t work then.” 

“T was planning on sticking by the house Wednesday mornings, 
actually,” Mason offered, squeezing my hand. He leaned forward to 
cup Von’s shoulder in solidarity, linking the three of us together. “I 
have to check for werewolf hunters around the house, of course. 
Perfect timing, really. I can reap with her on Wednesdays while 
yow’re with Penny.” 

Von pulled onto my street, his smile taking over his handsome 
features. “You don’t have to do that. You’re new to our world, 
November, so you don’t know how much power you hold. I work 
around your schedule, not the other way around.” 

I threw out my hands in feigned exasperation. “This is my 
schedule. I can’t control when the moon turns me into a werewolf.” 

“That’s some affliction you’ve got there. I bet Mason will be 
pleased at the K9 companionship. True puppy love, that is.” 

“Call Angela and set something up with Penny for next 
Wednesday.” 

Von slowed as he drove Terence the Taurus up into the garage. 
“T can’t leave you unguarded.” 

“I promise to stay inside and watch movies with Mason after we 
do the bare minimum of reaping for the day.” 

Mason thumbed the outer stitching of my jeans on my thigh. 
“That actually sounds nice. I haven’t spent much time Topside. 
Might enjoy a morning with no plans.” 

“I vow to be boring and make sure Danny can hear it if I 
suddenly feel the need for my fainting salts.” A wicked smile 
crossed my lips. “Do you think I can get him to unclog the shower 
drain for me?” 


Von shrugged. “Probably. I’ve seen him cut Mariang’s meat for 
her before.” Von and I both grimaced in unison. 

Mason cleared his throat as he dropped my hand. “Danny’s a 
good man. He does what he needs to for Mariang, and we shouldn’t 
look down on him for it.” 

“Yes, boss,” Von said at Mason’s mild scolding. “You think our 
Gracie needs her meat cut for her?” 

Mason shot me a devious smile when he took in my horrified 
expression. “I think she can handle the challenge.” 

“Oh, shut it you two.” 

Mason chuckled and reached for my hand again. I wanted to 
hesitate, to shirk away at the contact that surely came with germs. 
They would be impossible to scrub off. But the second our hands 
touched, I could feel him gently pulling the tension from me. My 
fingers slid through his, threading between his much thicker ones 
and squeezing. “I see you, hani,” Mason whispered. “After the 
sagrado stone is delivered to the nations, things won’t be this tense 
for you.” 

“Thanks.” I ignored Von’s raised eyebrows as he watched us 
from the rearview mirror. I gave Mason’s fingers another squeeze 
before letting myself out of the car and moving into my house. I 
hated that I missed the contact when our fingers parted, and what 
that said about me. 


Twelve. 
Reading to Alicia 


a4 I 
don’t like this,” I stated, sounding like a robot. 


We rounded the corner with our visitor’s badges on, but 
we weren’t just here to hand out pink Mylar balloons 
with a teddy bear on them that said “You’re the Beary 
Best!” 

“You don’t have to like it. You’ve been reaping for two whole 
weeks now,” Danny grumbled, leading the way with Mariang on his 
arm. “Get over the fear of it already.” 

“Tm not afraid.” 

“Yeah? Well then give me a rest from your whining.” 

“Danny!” Mariang scolded him. 

There were too many of us to look inconspicuous, what with the 
additional guards Ezra had added to our fivesome for extra 
protection. We walked down the winding hospital corridors toward 
the pediatric cancer ward, and I wished we were anywhere else. 
Usually the sterile smell and the uncluttered hallways gave me 
peace. I’d been to a few different hospitals to reap with the crew. 
Now after two weeks of reaping, I could categorically say that this 
ward felt the most wrong. It was one thing to treat inmates. It was a 
completely other set of compartmentalizing to look kids in the eyes, 
know how hard they’d fought, and that they wouldn’t make it 
another day. 

Mariang looked over her shoulder to talk to me, her white knee- 


length dress making her look like an angel of mercy, not an Omen 
of death. “It’s okay, little sister. I know it’s hard, but these children 
deserve a peaceful passing more than anyone we reap.” 

“T guess that’s true.” 

Von reached for my hand when I started clawing at the back of 
it, but one of the Duwende guards Danny had requested touched my 
back first. He sucked too hard, making me a little tipsy even after I 
flinched away from him. Von glowered at Rick while Mason shoved 
him backward. “That’s too much. You have no idea what you’re 
doing.” 

Rick postured. “I graduated from the Academy at the top of my 
class, unlike some people.” He looked down his nose at Von. I was 
overcome with the urge to flick the tip of Rick’s long nose just to 
aggravate him. I resisted because, you know, adulthood. Adulthood, 
plus nose germs. Ick. 

“Mason and I imprinted on her. So everyone else isn’t as true a 
fit. I’m telling you, that was too much. Focus on pulling from nurses 
and such to get us into the proper rooms without detection.” 

“Tm trying, okay?” Rick scratched his copper sideburn. He was 
pale, his fair skin giving his red hair an orangy glow. “Give me a 
few weeks to get used to her.” 

I shoved past the group irritably. “I’m not a car, guys. Quit 
talking about me like ’m not even here. And no one puts their 
hands on me unless I say so, alright? I’m not a walking basket case, 
but youw’re going to turn me into one if you keep touching me at 
random.” 

“Apologies, Lady October.” Rick bowed - actually bowed - his 
flaming hair shifting forward to reveal the genesis of a bald spot. He 
looked a little like a thirty-five-year-old Ron Howard, but without 
the boyish charm. Rick was one note: business. Nate, Chet and Bill 
were also on the same dull note, with a hint of Men in Black to 
them. Every time we turned a sterile corner, they reached for their 
pockets to make sure their knives wouldn’t need to be drawn. It was 
enough to make the most well-adjusted person tense up. 

A tug in my gut directed me to room 407, though I wished it 
took me anywhere else. “You ready, Mason?” I asked, giving the 
four lackeys the hint that I didn’t want them near me for this. With 
Sama’s spies that could be anywhere, I didn’t trust any of the 
newbies. I didn’t much care for the added stress this brought me. 

When Chet reached out to touch my shoulder, I shirked away. 


“Okay, now I feel like everyone’s constantly touching me or just all 
up in my business. If Mason holds my hand, will that earn me two 
feet of space? Honestly, I feel like ’m being pawed at.” 

“Apologies, Lady October,” Chet replied, though he didn’t look 
the least bit repentant. 

I wasn’t used to being touched all the time, so never knowing 
when the hands would be on me was too unnerving for my liking. 
I’d only just barely gotten used to the physical nature of my 
budding friendship with Von and Mason. When Mason’s fingers 
entwined through mine, my climbing anxiety stopped its perpetual 
race to the peak. I knew we looked like a couple, but I didn’t much 
care anymore. 

We entered the room together with Von and a Mylar balloon, 
shutting the rest of the men out in the hall with Mariang, who was 
more used to an entourage. 

Five-year-old Alicia Reynolds was very much awake. She had a 
bald head, and was painfully bony and pale. Her curious bugged 
eyes tracked us as I set the balloon on her nightstand. She had an 
oxygen mask, and each word she pushed out sounded like it cost 
her more than it was worth. “You... came... to... read?” She pointed 
her hand to the nightstand, and I took the opportunity and brushed 
my finger to hers, reaping her soul so the underworld could live 
another day. Von’s gentle massage of my neck was all that I needed 
to get the icy blast of poison out of my body and feed it into his. 

“Um, sure. I can read to you.” I picked up her Beatrix Potter 
book off the nightstand and flipped it open to the marked page. 
Allie had read Jemima Puddleduck to me when I was a kid. This one 
was Peter Rabbit, which I was embarrassed to admit I’d never read, 
though I’m pretty sure it was the most famous one. I sat down in 
the chair next to her bed and began reading. 

“You’re doing it wrong,” Von complained. “You’re not doing any 
voices. You want voices, don’t you?” he asked Alicia, who grinned. 

I harrumphed. “You’ll do it weird, Von. You'll make it all 
British.” 

“Hello! Beatrix Potter was one of ours! Give me that, you Yank. 
Honestly.” He confiscated the book and took over, ramping up his 
British accent to the level of a caricature to make the girl laugh. He 
was Dick Van Dyke in action, which I’ve got to tell you, is just 
about the most attractive a guy can get. 

Von was meant for children. He had a different voice for each 


character, and jumped around the room to give action to the words. 
I would have been content to sit down if I’d been the one reading. 
The mundane story with very little twist became harrowing under 
his care. Alicia and I were cheering him on when he finally bowed 
at the conclusion of the act, and Mason was smiling — a thing he’d 
not done enough of since the visit to the prison a couple weeks ago. 

Von set the book on Alicia’s lap, flashing his best movie star grin 
at her. “Let’s see anyone beat that. You have a good day, Alicia 
darling.” 

When Von reached for my hand this time on the way out the 
door and into the hallway, there was nothing to pull from me 
except the remnants of the soul. He had taken a grim situation and 
made it a fun memory for her last day on earth. “You’re kind of 
amazing,” I said quietly as Von snatched another balloon from the 
stash Chet carried. The hallway was empty, the additional 
Duwendes having put themselves to use cleaning it out so we 
wouldn’t be caught being where we most certainly weren’t allowed. 

Von kissed my cheek, and I felt warmth spread through my 
body, starting from the light blush where his lips pressed to me. 
“Tm only kind of amazing?” 

“A real, solid kind of.” 

“Maybe I’m not laying on the accent thick enough.” His blue and 
gold eyes found mine, and we paused in the middle of the hallway, 
ignoring Chet and Nate’s dodgy glances to keep security tight. “This 
is their last day on earth. Let’s give these kids a good one, yeah?” 

I nodded. “Alright. But in the next room, you get to be the 
American, and I get to be the Brit. ’m super good at saying ‘bangers 
and mash’.” 

Von put his hand on Bill’s shoulder. “I might need a Puller 
myself, listening to a Yank crack out a British accent. Steady me, 
mate.” 

We shared a laugh that felt easy. It felt right. It felt like... like I 
was happy. 


Thirteen. 
Judge and Nefarious 


M, hands were clammy when I pulled into the 


restaurant’s parking lot that evening. I’d cut myself off 
at fifteen reaps so I wasn’t completely useless for what I 
knew I still had to do. The well-lit, beautifully 
maintained parking lot complete with sculpted topiaries 
bespoke of the affluence inside the eatery, yelling at me 
that I certainly didn’t belong. I swallowed, refusing to 
feel ashamed of Terence the Taurus, parked next to 
various BMWs and Jaguars. I lifted my chin as I put my 
hand on the door, ready to step out with confidence I’d 
learned to manufacture on command. “Remember the 
rules, guys.” 

Von harrumphed from the backseat. “I don’t think you 
understand that I’ve actually been in a restaurant before. I’ve lived 
a mostly Topside life. I know how to interact with you lot. Though, 
I can’t speak for wolf-man here.” He leaned forward and clapped 
Mason on the shoulder. 

Mason looked down, examining his white button-down and 
green tie I’d had to knot for him. “I don’t like that you want us to 
leave our knives in here.” 

“T told you, no weapons. I didn’t even want to bring you into 
this, but I can’t seem to shake you two. It’s just childhood crap that 


lingered longer than it should’ve, so be cool.” I held out my palm to 
Mason expectantly. “Give it.” 

Mason’s eyes narrowed in defiance. “I don’t know what you’re 
talking about.” 

“Don’t make me frisk you. I know you’re hiding a knife in your 
boot. Hand it over, chief.” 

Mason rolled his eyes at me. He slid out the contraband and 
tucked it under the seat with a petulant look on his face. “This is a 
bad idea.” 

I straightened the fitted navy blouse that was the most country 
club thing I owned. It almost looked nice with my beige, pressed 
dress pants, but I’m sure none of that mattered. I knew I didn’t 
belong in a fancy restaurant like this. People like that could no 
doubt smell the bad breeding and trash on me. I inhaled deeply, 
recalling that I could do anything I put my mind to, and this was a 
thing that had to be done. “No matter what, please just stay quiet 
and let me handle it. Don’t do your overbearing protector thing.” 

Von caught my eye in the rearview mirror, raising an eyebrow 
at me. “Believe it or not, this isn’t the first time I’ve been told to 
shut up and look pretty. Are we making some poor bloke lousy with 
jealousy? Is that it?” 

I frowned up at him. “You really think I’m that petty?” 

Mason shifted the knot of his tie for the millionth time in the 
brief twenty-five minutes he’d had it on. “What are we about to 
walk into?” 

“Something you should’ve stayed home for. Look, my life is still 
mine, and while I get that you have to make sure I don’t get 
decapitated tying my shoes, this is something that’s really not 
meant for you to tag along for. It’s too much to explain, so either let 
me do my thing in silence, or wait in the car.” 

“You're stalling. We won’t embarrass you,” Mason assured me. I 
had much to say to the contrary, but Mason got out of the car, 
putting an end to how much I was permitted to insult them with my 
building nerves. Mason’s hand found the small of my back while 
Von offered his elbow to me like a gentleman. I was getting better 
at not letting that feeling of claustrophobia creep up on me when 
they hovered so close. I wasn’t sure if it was a good thing that I was 
growing, or a bad thing that they were changing parts of my 
fundamental makeup. 

Von in a tie was a sight to see. The hostess couldn’t stop ogling 


him, making it known that, no matter your social status, Von was 
everyone’s taste. The strangest part of it was that he didn’t seem to 
care that he turned many a single and married woman’s eye as we 
walked in. Von was one of those rare breeds who was totally 
comfortable in his own skin, no matter his surroundings. 

Oh, to be a TV vampire hottie and have the world adore you for 
the bad boy you are. 

“Reservations only,” the hostess in a black cocktail dress said to 
me. She wore a tight smile that veiled a silent threat to keep my 
poor off the good furniture. 

“T’m here to see Nefarious and Judge,” I explained, keeping my 
chin up. “Are they at their usual table?” 

The woman’s eyes widened. Her chin and her voice lowered as 
she looked at me like I’d just told her I own six elephants. “Judge 
McCray?” 

“That’s the one.” I knew Darius, the youngest of the notorious 
McCray brothers, back when he was nicknamed Crayfish, but his 
street name now was Nefarious. I was here to see good old Darius, 
since he’d ditched the moniker “Crayfish” ages ago. Nefarious was a 
dumb nickname, which I refused to use. 

“Let me see if he’s here,” the hostess said evasively. “Who can I 
say would like to see him?” 

Of course Judge would have gatekeepers at his regular 
restaurant. My lips tightened. “Tell him Baby Girl is coming back to 
see him in thirty seconds, whether he’s ready or not.” I didn’t know 
if he was entertaining criminals back there, and didn’t want to risk 
using my real name. 

She tapped the Bluetooth in her ear, speaking quietly. 

Von nudged me, speaking out of the corner of his mouth. “I 
thought you didn’t know who your father was. Is it him back there? 
Is that who we’re meeting?” 

“No. That’s just what Judge calls me. He’s known me since I was 
a baby, and helped Ollie and Allie raise me when things got tight.” 

The hostess had a far more amiable demeanor after Judge 
apparently gave his permission for me to join him through her 
headset. “Judge and Nefarious will see you now. Right this way.” 
Her fingers flitted over the menus, pausing to look up at Mason and 
Von before leading us into the restaurant. “You should know that 
we have a no firearms policy in here. That extends to Judge and 
Nefarious’ guests, as well.” 


I let out a heavy sigh. Of course this was how I would spend my 
Friday night. “Don’t worry. I’m sure Judge will search us.” 

The hostess plastered on a breezy smile. “Right this way.” She 
led us through the gold bedecked dining area to Judge’s table in the 
backroom of the restaurant. It was closed off from the general 
public to give Judge the utmost discretion for his many shady 
business meetings. The carpet was red, like the rest of the 
restaurant, and the high-backed gold-trimmed chairs had black 
cushioned seats. The dimmed crystal chandelier hung lower in here, 
giving you the illusion that this was a cozy place to divulge secrets 
best left buried. There were no windows, only a fire exit that let out 
into the unlit alley. Many a drug dealer short on the take had met 
their maker in that alley. Of the three strangers who were seated 
with the McCray brothers at the table, I wondered which would bite 
it first. 

If Darius had his way, he’d be at the most visible table in the 
picture window at the front of the restaurant, so everyone walking 
by could see his rise to greatness. He’d been a low-to-no income 
scrappy kid just like Ollie, Allie and me. When Bev had been too 
violent to go home to, we escaped to Mama McCray’s house in the 
trailer park across the street. Darius’ mama used to make hot 
applesauce and warn her three boys to do their homework so they 
didn’t fall into drugs. Now the McCray brothers were sitting pretty 
atop the drug, stolen car and who knows what else kind of empire 
Judge had built from the ground up. Not quite what Mama McCray 
had envisioned for her boys, may she rest in peace. 

Darius stood to greet me with a wide smile that looked like his 
heart had been aching without it, but Judge held up his ebony 
hand. The hostess was waved away, and the two hired hands who 
stood like personality-minus gargoyles on either side of the table 
moved forward to pat us down. Mason and Von shot me looks of 
warning, but managed not to get themselves shot. 

I held up my hand when the goon I knew as Big Mike moved 
forward to check me for hidden bazookas, or whatever he assumed 
me to be carrying. “Touch me, and I’ll break every one of your 
pretty little fingers, Michael.” I liked to call Judge’s long-time guard 
by his formal name because I knew it unnerved him. Watching his 
eyes narrow predictably, but hearing him say nothing to correct me, 
was one of my small joys. “Darius can do the honors. I know what 
your hands have been up to, and I don’t need them on me, young 


man.” I grinned inwardly at his intake of breath that always 
happened when I chastised him like a mama would, though he was 
at least fifteen years my senior. He never knew what to do with me 
when I stuck a wrench in the one fragile portion of his psyche. Ah, 
mind games. I missed it. 

Judge raised his eyebrow at me, sitting back in his chair and 
sizing up every move I made with a curious expression, as if he 
needed to figure me out. As if I hadn’t told him time and time again 
what kind of girl I was and what kind I wasn’t. 

Judge and Darius McCray shared the same midnight eyes, full 
lips, rounded dark cheeks and long fingers, but the similarities 
stopped with the physical. Darius was a sweetheart, and Judge’s 
soul had been running on empty for a long time. Judge motioned to 
his younger brother to get on with it. The three other guests at the 
table kept their curious glances in my direction to a minimum, 
which I appreciated. I knew I was interrupting something official 
and important, but Judge let me, as I knew he would. 

Darius squinted one eye at me and did the usual pat down with 
a smirk at the thought that I would ever be caught with a gun. 
“She’s clean. Good to see you, Bait.” His smile bloomed as he 
bumped my fist and brought me in for a quick one-armed dude hug 
before releasing me. Darius always had the prettiest eyelashes — a 
feature many a girl had been done in by. 

Judge came around the table and kissed both my cheeks, 
touching my chin to control the tilt of my head. I could feel Mason’s 
human hackles raising behind me, though clearly there was no 
intention to Judge’s kiss. I mean, dude was thirty-four. Plus, it was 
Judge — the big brother figure who’d been the sun and moon in my 
eyes, back when I was too young to know better. I probably 
should’ve explained some of this to Mason and Von before we got 
here, but couldn’t bring myself to drudge up the whole story. 
“Always good to see you, baby girl. Have a seat.” Judge pulled out 
my chair for me like a gentleman, leaving Mason and Von to stand 
sentry behind me. Judge conducted himself more professionally 
than Darius did. He stood straighter, spoke clearer and saw himself 
as the rest of the world did - a dangerous man with an empire and 
a plan for more. 

Darius was all smiles at the unexpected intermission I provided 
from the mayhem. I could tell he’d been working too much and 
dealing with the lowest common denominator of people. “How’s 


Ollie and Allie? Any word from our girl yet?” 

Darius had dated Allie once upon a time. She’d left us with no 
warning a few months after they’d broken it off. Ollie blamed 
Darius for Allie splitting on us, but I knew Darius had genuinely 
cared for Allie, so it couldn’t have been that. 

“Ollie was just in town, actually. I’m sure he’ll be glad to hear 
from you when he comes back for good. Allie’s still in California. 
Though next time I talk to her, Pll tell her you want a rematch from 
your last dance contest.” It was our longstanding joke. Darius was a 
terrific dancer, and Allie’s best (and only) move was the Running 
Man. 

Darius clapped his hands twice and chuckled. Darius had a great 
laugh that sounded like pure goofiness, and had a hint of a hiccup 
somewhere in the middle. I hoped (but doubted) that he still 
exercised it often. “It’s good to see you, kid. You still the smartest 
person I know?” 

“Looks like I just might be, if this is the company you keep.” I 
looked around at Big Mike and Ike (I didn’t actually know the 
second guard’s name. We'll go with Ike). At the table were Judge, 
Darius and the three other men who needed a good trip to church. 
They didn’t look thrilled to have a woman at the table. 

I knew that if I wanted any credibility, I needed to keep control 
of the conversation, which meant not speaking to Judge first. There 
was a weighted silence as I met Judge’s gaze and held it with a 
patient smile, communicating to him that I could do this silent 
standoff all friggin’ day. He shouldn’t have taught me so well if he 
didn’t want me to use his own power tactics to piss him off. 

Darius wasn’t up to that particular challenge, and was the first 
to crack, the sweetie. “You wanted to see us?” 

I pointed to the brothers. “You two, yes, but I don’t know these 
three future inmates. You can keep the guards, but I need to talk to 
you privately.” The man on Judge’s left gave an irritated scoff, 
while the two in the chairs on either side of me scowled. 

Judge leaned his elbows on the table, his mocha-colored hands 
together like he was praying, his lips resting on the tips. His eyes 
were always studying, always trying to figure me out. “I trust 
everyone at this table,” Judge said to me in a challenge, letting me 
know he wasn’t thrilled I was trying to control the seating 
configuration. 

“’m happy you’ve found people you can trust. Me? Not so 


much. Hazards of the job, I guess.” I sat back in the chair and 
waited, crossing my ankle over my knee to let him know I had all 
the time in the world. Mason brushed the back of my neck to pull a 
small amount of anxiety from me. “Trust,” I snorted with a soft 
smile. “That’s downright precious.” 


Fourteen. 
Believing in 
Circuses 


I knew Judge was unhappy that I’d rearranged his 


table. It was too much control I’d taken too soon, but 
again, Judge conceded the decision to me, telling the 
men to go wait at the bar. “You know, for someone with 
something to say, you don’t have a whole lot I want to 
hear. You’re lucky we go way back.” 

I tried to sit tall and not let myself feel like a child sitting at the 
grownups table. I mean, the man had taught me how to tie my 
shoes, for crying out loud. I cleared my throat. “That’s why I came. 
Family.” 

Darius clutched his fork, but tried to slice the anxious edge from 
his voice. “Everything alright with T? How about Fender?” 

“Everything’s fine with your men in lockup, as far as I know. I 
came here for a couple reasons. One’s that I know Terence is up for 
parole next year. If he gets out, I want you to make sure he sees a 
doctor for the growth on his foot. It’s benign now, but those things 
can turn malignant in a heartbeat. Also, he’s been around too much 
gunfire, thanks to you two dummies being up to things you just 
plain shouldn’t. He’s lost fifty percent of his hearing in his left ear, 
but he’s too stubborn to let me fit him for a hearing aid. Make sure 
to talk some sense into him once he gets out.” 

Judge’s eyebrows rose, stunned that this was the big thing I'd 


finally wanted to meet with him about. “That’s... Okay. We can do 
that. He’s alright now though?” 

“I saw him last month, so that’s as much as I know.” 

“What about Fender?” Darius inquired. 

“Fender’s a hot head. I don’t have a medical cure for that.” I 
cleared my throat. “If he ever gets out, I wouldn’t have him moving 
merchandise anymore.” That was my fancy way of telling them 
Fender couldn’t steal cars without being a liability. “You'll have to 
get him a new nickname, like Burger Flipper or something. Utter 
shame. ‘Fender’ was so covert ops.” 

Darius gave me a condescending smile. “We all know you have a 
conscience. What a good little girl you still are. You going to tell me 
I should be going to church next? You know, no matter how big you 
get, I still always want to pat you on the head.” 

I pursed my lips to keep on topic. “I didn’t come here to talk 
about my choices or lecture you on yours. My conscience isn’t 
actually all that stellar these days. I’m telling you not to have 
Fender moving merchandise because he was in a yard fight a couple 
months ago. His hand was broken in several places, and as much as 
we can set something right again, his left hand doesn’t have the 
same functionality and flexibility it used to. I’d put him in physical 
therapy first thing if he ever gets out, and I wouldn’t trust his 
dexterity to hotwire a toaster. His pride will tell you otherwise, but 
he’ll get caught easily, and end up right back in lockup.” 

Judge nodded sincerely at me, always taking careful mental 
notes whenever we met. “Thank you for coming to me with that. I'll 
see to it.” 

I cleared my throat, gearing up for the big speech. “Also, I 
wanted you to hear it from me that I don’t work at the prison 
anymore. I quit, so you can stop dropping hints that you want me to 
send messages to the inmates from you.” 

“Those were gifts you were meant to keep, not send back, 
burned into ash.” Judge’s hardened eyes softened with a glimmer of 
guilt. “I’m sure I should be insulted, but I guess I’ve earned a 
lifetime of that from you.” 

Judge had recently sent me a letter offering me a weekend on 
his (stolen) boat. That little handwritten kindness was returned to 
him, burned to ash by yours truly and stuffed into a sandwich bag 
with a “thanks, but screw you” letter of my own. We’d fallen far 
from the “I’d die for you” credo our families had once held to. I was 


older now, and part of me blamed Judge for that most heinous of 
crimes. I’d been young when his sun shined on my smile. Since he’d 
turned his back on me, I’d learned just how cold life could be. 

“T sent thank you notes along with the gifts when I sent them 
back to you. You know I can’t accept money or toys from you. It’s 
not ethical, and I was trying to keep my job.” 

“But now you're not. Have you decided to finally accept my 
gratitude for saving T’s life?” He reached into his pocket and pulled 
out a thick wad of cash. 

My gaze darted wildly around the room as if he’d pulled out a 
gun, and Von gasped. “Would you put that thing away, you jag?” I 
held up my hand, my cheeks hot. “I accepted your gratitude last 
year when you told me ‘thank you,’ and I said ‘you’re welcome.’ 
That’s how normal people do things. What I won’t accept are gifts 
for doing my job. I already get a gift for that. It’s called a 
paycheck.” 

“But now you’re unemployed, so the pesky ethical dilemma I 
applaud you for is gone now, along with your steady paycheck.” 

I glowered at Judge, who allowed the corner of his thick lips to 
twitch upward at my indignation. We shared an affinity for goading 
each other. “I didn’t come here for money, you jackweed. I wouldn’t 
take a dime from you, even if I was starving to death and you were 
my only hope.” Those words had been chosen carefully, and I could 
tell by his minor flinch that ?'d cut him right where I’d wanted to. I 
straightened, composing myself as much as I could. “I came here to 
make sure someone looks after Terence when he gets out, and to let 
you know that I’m not at the prison anymore. I didn’t exactly get to 
say goodbye to Terence, or thank him again for the time he saved 
me from that fight. If you could pass that along the next time you 
visit him, I’d appreciate it.” 

Judge put his obscene amount of cash away and pointed in the 
direction of the parking lot. “You still like your car?” 

“T do.” 

“Good. Pll have a new one sent over to you in the morning.” 

I ground my teeth, ignoring Mason’s low grumble and Von’s 
small intake of breath at the grand gift. Judge’s love had always 
been grand, but I didn’t want anything to do with it anymore. “I 
won’t have this fight with you again. What happened when you 
tried to surprise me by paying for my car the last time?” 

“You had them send the money back, and you paid for it all by 


your stubborn self. It’s a gift, October.” He shot me a patronizing 
look and gave me a slow clap that made my blood boil. “Very good. 
We all know and respect that you’re not five anymore. It’s called 
looking after the people who take care of you.” 

My teeth clacked together as I fought to keep my composure. 
“You send over a new car for me, and you'll find it at the bottom of 
a cliff with a thank you note that says something along the lines of 
‘Thanks, Judge. Screw you.” My glare met his, an identical flicker 
of hurt seeping through us both. 

Judge shook his head at me, a flash of anger sharpening his 
eyes. “You’re just being prideful. Pride won’t drive you to your next 
job. Pride doesn’t put food on the table.” 

“Tt did for you.” I tried to choose my words to make sure I didn’t 
set off the wrong stick of dynamite. “Neither of us would respect me 
if I took money from you for being who I am. In your line of work, 
respect goes a lot farther than money. If I barely care about your 
respect, can you imagine how I feel about your money?” 

Darius couldn’t help but smile at me. “Damn, that was tight. I 
think you actually stumped him this time, Bait. Man, I miss you.” 

Judge folded his hands over his stomach. “Smart move, saving 
your favor for a rainy day. In the meantime, I’ll put you on my tab 
here and at La Luna. I know how much you like to eat there.” 

I hissed at his roundabout way of letting me know he had me 
watched on occasion. “I can feed myself. Your food is poison to 
me,” I all but spat, my words filled with too many years of venom. 
“And don’t you dare have me or my house watched again. You 
don’t need to vet me, because I’m not joining your team.” 

Darius held up his hands. “I told him you and Ollie like to go 
there. No one’s watching you.” 

“Anymore,” Judge amended, making my spine stiffen. I felt 
Mason and Von step forward, flanking my chair now instead of 
standing behind it. Judge pulled out his phone and shot out a text, 
causing a waiter to appear like a rabbit from a magician’s hat. The 
man poured me wine and recited the specials without making eye 
contact, like a good boy who didn’t want to get shot. “Have the 
porterhouse, baby girl. It’s the best thing here, and you’re a thin 
little thing. Always were tiny.” 

“The wine’s enough for me for tonight. Thank you.” I took a sip 
from the wine that I knew would be too good to pass up. The waiter 
disappeared out the door in the next breath. “I’ve got to go 


anyways. Just wanted to get you up to speed.” 

Darius waved his hand in the air to clear it of the business talk. 
“Too much seriousness. Tell me whatcha been up to, kid. Why’d 
you leave the prison?” 

“Another job came along that I couldn’t pass up.” It was the 
truth. I’d tried to pass on it, but reaping was my life now. 

Darius’ dark eyes looked tired with too much life, and not 
enough play. “You still want to run away and join the circus with 
Allie and me?” 

“The running away part? Only every day,” I admitted, recalling 
the hot summer days when he, Allie and me practiced our flips and 
somersaults on the front lawn at Mama McCray’s house. Darius had 
promised to take me to the circus one day, but I’d told him that I 
wanted to join the circus as a trapeze artist, not just go to watch. I 
could still see the flicker of play that hadn’t been snuffed out of 
Darius, but it wasn’t enough for him to run away from his bleak 
responsibilities. I met his gaze, and I could tell we were thinking on 
the same memory. I offered Darius a tight smile. “If only solving all 
the problems was as simple as running away. No, I stopped 
believing in circuses a long time ago, Darius.” I didn’t hold back the 
sadness in my voice when I fixed him with eyes that had once 
trusted his family without question. “Looks like you stopped 
believing in them, too.” 

Darius tapped his heart in that same way Ollie did when he was 
having a brotherly moment. “You're killing me, kid.” 

Von brushed his fingers across the nape of my neck, pulling a 
small amount so I could relax and focus. His touch was a soothing 
balm, and exactly what I needed. 

Judge’s lips tightened with unmistakable disdain. “No,” he said 
simply, his long finger pointing to Von, warning him not to touch 
me again. 

My eyes narrowed at Judge while Von stroked the side of my 
neck with his knuckle in defiance. “You don’t call the shots on my 
life. My guards can be nice to me. I wouldn’t begrudge you cozying 
up to Big Mike.” 

Mason added to the goading by reaching down and holding my 
hand, staring Judge down while he stroked the slope of my wrist 
with his thumb. Judge’s gaze sharpened, landing on my Viking with 
a barely controlled snarl. “You, with the death wish. What’s your 
name?” he demanded of Mason. 


Things were quickly devolving, so I regained control of the 
situation. “His name is none of your business.” I took another sip of 
my wine and set the glass down after a few more back and forths 
with Darius about the good old days, before his hands got too dirty 
to remember how to put on sock puppet shows just to make me 
laugh. “It was good to see you guys. I’ll let you get back to selling 
your Girl Scout cookies and making the world a better place.” I 
stood and let Darius give me a real honest to goodness hug that I 
didn’t even try to shirk out of. 

Judge actually stood, tall and leonine, towering over me as he 
always had. He shook my hand and brought me in for a kiss on both 
cheeks, his finger on my chin. I permitted him control over the tilt 
of my head because as big a game as I could talk, part of me 
swelled and died every time I saw Judge’s face. I loved him, and 
missed the trust that had once come so easily. 

My forehead drifted of its own accord to rest against Judge’s 
neck. As if he’d been waiting for my unspoken admission that life 
was getting to be too harrowing, his hand reached up to cup the 
back of my head, anchoring me to him so I had a safe place to wait 
out the storm. “Baby girl,” he whispered, pleading with me to talk 
to him, to trust him with more than just my silence. Judge’s other 
hand wrapped around my back and gripped my elbow, holding me 
in place. I let him have this small victory. 

I felt Mason and Von’s tension, even though they hadn’t moved. 
“Watch your hands,” Mason warned, though I wished he’d stayed 
silent. 

Big Mike was at Judge’s side in a hot second, adding to my 
nerves and making me wish I’d found a way to have this meeting 
without Mason and Von. When I pulled my head back, Judge’s lips 
pressed to my cheekbone so he could whisper, “One day you'll need 
my help. Don’t let your pride stop you then. You can lean on me, 
baby girl. You can’t punish me forever. That’s not how I raised 
you.” 

“Tt’s exactly how you raised me.” I brought my hand up and 
touched Judge’s cheek tenderly, not breathing when he leaned into 
my palm. My heart rate picked up when I smelled his cologne, the 
familiar scent taking me back to the days I used to fall asleep on his 
lap after he’d read me book after book until I passed out. It was a 
dangerous dance I did, being so near the viper. But the viper trusted 
me not to bite too hard, not to tear apart the tender pieces of him 


that only I still knew were in there. “Be a good boy,” I warned him 
with a kiss to his cheek, and then turned to Darius. “You too, 
sweetie.” 


Fifteen. 
Round One - 
October 


M, hands were shaking when we got to the car. I 


fumbled with the keys, hissing when they dropped to the 
pavement with a clatter that announced my nerves to 
the whole of the parking lot. 

“How about I drive, yeah?” Von suggested as he bent to retrieve 
the keys. 

“Okay, thanks.” 

Instead of walking around to the passenger’s seat, Mason 
corralled me to the back, sliding in beside me. He loosened his tie 
the very second the door shut, turning on me with thunder in his 
scowl. “What was that?” His voice was gruff, angry at me, though I 
couldn’t tell you why. I dug my lavender-scented hand sanitizer 
from my purse and was cleaning off the germs that felt stuck to me 
like flypaper. Judge didn’t used to have germs when I’d been a kid, 
but I could feel them now that I was an adult. 

Von started up the car and peeled out of the space, pounding the 
flat of his hand to the steering wheel. “That was brilliant, is what 
that was! I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own 
two eyes. The way you held the power. I mean, Terraway lucked 
out that we found a second Omen, but that you can hold your own? 
Mariang’s never been able to stand up to the council. That was... 
Well, it was terrifying in spots, but brilliant. Truly amazing, Peach.” 


My eyes fell on the passenger’s seat, noticing a bag sitting there 
with the restaurant’s logo on it. “Stop the car!” I demanded, 
snapping forward when Von hit the brakes too hard. We were 
almost out of the parking lot, but I pointed to the restaurant. “Keep 
the engine running. I’ll be right back.” 

“Oh, no you won't.” Mason’s hand cuffed my shoulder, holding 
me in place. “Drive home, Von.” 

“You don’t understand. Judge had Ike break into my car and put 
food here.” 

“So?” Von leaned over and peeked into the bag curiously, 
inhaling the wafting scents of the porterhouse I knew was probably 
inside. “Cheers to him for the free dinner. I could go for a steak.” 

“You don’t understand how his game works. Stop the car.” I 
hopped out when Von pulled into a new parking spot, ignoring 
Mason’s bark to get back into the vehicle. 

I didn’t much feel like explaining what I was doing when I got 
down on all fours behind Terence the Taurus, tipping my head 
under the bumper to look for what I knew had to be there. It took 
me a couple minutes of searching, but eventually my fingers landed 
on a small rectangular box that had a little green light shining out 
from it. I swore loudly, not responding to the many questions Von 
and Mason hurled at me when they got out of the car. 

When I displayed the tracking device, Von gasped, but Mason 
merely shrugged, not understanding what it was. “Wait here.” I 
gently moved the guys out of the way, placed the device under my 
back tire, shut myself in the driver’s seat with a huff, and backed 
over the thing, shattering Judge’s chances at having one of his men 
follow me around. Without a word, I got out and retrieved the 
smashed apparatus, my upper lip snarling with satisfaction that 
something in my life was controllable by me. Not Judge. Not 
Terraway. Me. “I'll be right back, guys.” 

I grabbed the meals from the passenger’s seat and stomped into 
the restaurant, not bothering to greet the hostess with a polite 
smile. “The order Judge had made for me? Id like to place an order 
for the exact same thing for myself. And if you could put a rush on 
it, ’'d be grateful.” I could feel Von and Mason behind me, and I 
wished they’d stayed in the parking lot. “Not a word, guys,” I 
warned, ignoring Von’s wary expression and Mason’s clenched jaw. 

Without waiting for a response, I lifted my chin and marched 
through the restaurant, past all the diners and into the backroom to 


Judge’s table. The anger in my eyes made Big Mike stand closer to 
the brothers. The three shady guests had rejoined them. Ike moved 
to stand between me and the table until Judge clicked his fingers to 
wave him off. “Did you think of some way I could repay you 
finally?” he asked, his calculating eyes unperturbed. 

I hefted the oversized takeout bag onto the middle of the table 
and slammed the smashed device atop it. “I got your little present.” 

He glanced over my shoulders at Mason and Von. “I was just 
testing your security. I like to make sure you’re kept safe.” 

“My safety is zero of your concern. And my security didn’t find 
it, I did, you condescending jackwagon. And you can stop it with 
the gifts. It’s beneath both of us. I already accepted your thank you, 
and that’s enough for me. Stop trying to make me less than I am. I 
don’t know why you do that. It’s childish.” 

Judge had the nerve to smile at my scolding, like he’d set up the 
trap hoping I’d diffuse it. “You’ve still got that fire. It’s hard to look 
away.” 

I bristled, but didn’t dare smack Judge across the face, like my 
palm was itching to. Big Mike and Ike were most likely armed, and 
I knew Darius never went anywhere without his trusty 1911, 
though I couldn’t picture him pulling it on me. I jabbed my finger, 
reprimanding Judge like he was a child. “I’m ashamed of you two. 
Darius, I can’t believe you let your brother put a tracker on my car.” 
I straightened, brushing my hand down my blouse to collect myself. 
“Now if you'll excuse me, I'll go wait for my order. I hear the 
porterhouse is so good, I just can’t go home without it.” I spun on 
my heel toward the silent Mason and Von, and stomped away from 
the table. 

I only made it halfway to the door before Judge was out of his 
seat. He caught my arm and turned me around to face him. “Wait a 
second.” 

Mason’s snarl was ominous. “I thought I told you to watch your 
hands around her.” 

Judge glared at Mason, but only spoke to me. “No one tampered 
with the food. I would never do that to you.” His tone softened with 
a note of sadness. 

Mason and Von closed in on my sides from behind, letting 
everyone know that I travelled with two menaces. “I’ve got this, 
guys.” When Von’s hand moved to the small of my back, and Mason 
looked like he might pounce if Judge breathed wrong, I 


straightened, my tone firm but quiet. “Stand down.” 

Von’s hand didn’t move from my back, but Mason obliged me 
and took a step away, his eyes never leaving Judge. 

There were people eating and enjoying their overpriced dinners 
just outside the backroom. I so wanted to be one of them right now, 
instead of caught up in the web I had never managed to escape. 
Judge’s hand tightened on my arm, his eyes pleading for the 
understanding I’d run out of years ago. He was debasing himself in 
front of his three colleagues this time though, which was new. His 
voice was quiet and earnest. “Every time I see you, all I see are your 
ribs and those pigtails. You were such a little thing. I feel bad about 
how it all went down. All those times you, Ollie and Allie came by 
the house, I knew you were starving. I knew Bev wasn’t looking 
after you.” 

I couldn’t believe he was bringing this crap out now, of all the 
times to slice through the veil and get to the heart of our 
dysfunction. 

My tart reply had a slow seethe to it. Von’s hand on my back 
suddenly turned into an anchor that kept me from lunging at Judge. 
“You knew, and then you cut us off when you decided you didn’t 
want us coming around anymore for no good reason. You didn’t like 
Darius hanging out with Ollie, so you threw us away.” Emotion 
crept into my voice, and I wished Von and Mason weren’t gaping at 
me, hearing every word. “I loved your mama, Judge! I loved you! 
They needed a whole new word better than ‘love’ to describe how 
much you meant to me. How could you kick us out like that? You 
knew we had nothing.” Von’s hand tightened around my waist, 
offering solidarity, since comfort was beyond my comprehension in 
the moment. 

I still remembered the day Ollie, Allie and me had made our 
way, bedraggled and filthy to Mama McCray’s house. Ollie had a 
standing arrangement to mow her lawn and do yard work, while 
Allie did the laundry for both families in exchange for dinner five 
nights a week. Some days, that was our only meal. I still remember 
running up the driveway to greet my Judge, confused when he 
didn’t hoist me into the air, like he always did. Confusion that hurt 
worse than mere tears spread through my small body when Judge 
wouldn’t even let us inside. There was illegal business being done in 
the house while Mama McCray was out, and we weren’t to come 
back, on threat of much unfixable violence. Violence against us, 


who’d been like family to the McCrays. Violence against me, who’d 
colored Judge a picture every week just to make his hardened eyes 
smile. I'd always known how to make Judge smile. He’d hung my 
art with pride on the McCray refrigerator, like I was something 
special. 

I’'d loved their family, and Judge had been that hero to me that 
every little girl needs when she doesn’t have a dad. I hadn’t 
understood then when he’d cussed Ollie out, ignored Allie’s sobs 
and knelt down to wipe away my stunned tears with his long 
thumb. I couldn’t understand why my Judge didn’t love me 
anymore. Why I couldn’t be his special helper. He’d kissed my face 
and held me one last time that day. He told me that he couldn’t 
look after me anymore, and never to come back. Mama McCray 
died not long after that, and I never got the chance to say goodbye. 

Fifteen years later, and it still stung. He’d broken my world that 
day. I stopped coloring after that. We didn’t have a fridge for my art 
to hang on anyway. 

My voice trembled in the stillness of the backroom, quiet as it 
was. “The time to buy me a steak was ages ago. Don’t try easing 
your conscience now that I’m grown enough to get a job and look 
after myself. I was seven years old and starving, and you knew it. 
We got our food dumpster diving after you cut us off, and I’d rather 
go right back into the trash for my meals than take a shiny new 
steak from you. I know exactly how dark your soul is.” 

Judge’s cool expression was utterly destroyed. There was a 
flicker of horror and regret that haunted his eyes now, touching a 
part of me I’d long cut off from him. “Take the food. Really, baby 
girl. It’s my olive branch.” 

Fury burned in my expression as I jerked my arm from his grip. I 
stomped back to his table and snatched up the tracker. I waved the 
smashed device in his face, making the unnamed dealer to my right 
grunt in surprise. “Olive branch? Really? Then what’s this supposed 
to be? Your white flag? Don’t piss me off, Judge. I’m this close to 
taking a baseball bat to your windshield again.” 

“T can help with that,” Mason said, his eyes studying Judge like 
a lion calculating the agility of a limping gazelle. 

This time Judge met me with that amused smile I wanted to 
knock off his face. “You know I only use bulletproof glass on my 
cars. Though I wouldn’t mind watching you exhausting yourself 
trying to make a dent. If you would’ve let me buy you your car, it 


would’ve been delivered with the same protection. I’m actually on 
your side.” 

“Not possible,” I argued, knowing it was childish to want to 
have the last word. “Your mama didn’t raise you to be like this. She 
wanted better for you. It’s why you always waited until she was out 
of the house to do your shady deals.” 

“Spitfire, as usual. That’s my baby girl.” 

It took everything in me not to reach out and punch him in the 
throat. I could get away with a great many things with Judge, but 
knew that one would be pushing his patience too far. I was already 
dancing on the edge by defying him in front of the three men at the 
table. 

I composed myself and narrowed my eyes at the trio of unnamed 
men I didn’t need to know. “If you gentlemen haven’t found the 
trackers on your cars before you landed yourself here, then either 
he’s not bothering to vet you, which means I’d get your wills in 
order, or you trusted Judge too easily. Pretty deadly mistake, and 
might I add, a rookie mistake as well. Judge doesn’t trust rookies, 
and trust is the only currency that matters at a table like this. I 
don’t care how much he’s promised you.” I shot Judge with the 
most venomous glare I had in me. “Judge only feeds people who 
don’t need to eat.” 

“That’s enough,” Judge ordered, his tone firm. 

I reached down and took a sip of the wine I’d abandoned, 
returning Judge’s glare as I set it back down. “Enjoy the drinks, 
guys. If you haven’t already found your tracker, it just might be 
your last one. Judge has a lot of flaws, but his taste in red wine isn’t 
one of them.” I spun on my heel and stalked past Von and Mason to 
the hostess stand, where I kept my back resolutely to their table, my 
hands in my pockets to keep the trembling unnoticed. 


Sixteen. 
Round Two - Judge 


V/ on and Mason said not a word, but they both had 


opinions, I could tell. Mason was tight-jawed and glaring 
at me, while Von rubbed sweet circles across my back to 
soothe my jumbled nerves. Mason snatched up the bag 
when it came, wanting to get out of there as fast as we 
could. I pulled out my wallet, ready to bite the bullet 
that came when you wanted luxuries like pride. The 


hostess shook her head. “The bill’s been taken care of.” 

“No, it hasn’t,” I replied, grinding my teeth. “Please reverse the 
charges and put it on this card.” 

“But Mr. McCray said...” 

“Judge says a lot of things he shouldn’t. Charge the carryout to 
this card, please.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” She looked at my outfit dubiously and lowered 
her voice. “The total’s $265.75 for the food. Are you sure you don’t 
want me to charge it to his account? He insisted.” 

I groaned internally, but kept my chin raised and my bland 
expression in place. It was only money. Money wasn’t worth as 
much as my dignity. “Use my card, please.” A smile swept over me 
as my shoulders rolled back. “And can you add a round of desserts 
for Judge’s table on my card, too? Créme briilée for five. Let him 
know it’s from his favorite trapeze artist.” 

“Absolutely.” She rang me up for the largest dinner bill ’d ever 


paid for, and after the food came, I was on my way. 

Von pulled the car around, and Mason all but shoved me in 
back. The second the door shut, he went off on a tirade. “Are you 
suicidal, or just insane? You can’t go tempting fate like that.” Mason 
shook his head at me. “So he wants to do something nice to thank 
you for saving someone he cares about. There’s nothing wrong with 
that, October. Your stubborn streak is going to get you killed 
someday.” 

He kept going, but I wasn’t really listening. Mason didn’t know 
my world. My attention returned when Mason finally ran out of 
steam. “Von, you reason with her. Clearly nothing I’m saying is 
getting through.” 

Von belted out a laugh I could tell he’d been holding in as he 
merged onto the freeway. “That was brilliant! ve never seen 
anything better. It was like living out a mafia movie. And forgive 
me Mason, but Peach? That was dead sexy. If you weren’t my 
dedicated little sister, I’'d be taking you to my place right about 
now.” 

Mason glowered at Von. “That was very helpful, Von. Thanks.” 

When we reached the house, the smell of the porterhouse steaks 
had filled up the car, making us all ravenous. Mason was still angry, 
but I knew a beautiful piece of meat would help with that. Von got 
out the plates while Mason put a few beers on the table and poured 
me a glass of water. They waited until my call to Ollie ended before 
pulling out the food and diving in. 

I was all ready to sit down and let the events of the evening go 
until Von opened a bottle of red wine from the bag that I knew 
hadn’t been in the first order Judge sneaked into my car. I ripped 
the receipt out of my pocket and skimmed it, swearing so loud I 
made Von jump when my eyes couldn’t find the wine anywhere on 
the list. “No! I had him. I so had him this time!” 

“He sneak the bottle of wine in?” 

I held out my hand expectantly. “Give me the keys. It has to go 
back.” 

Von quirked an eyebrow at me as he poured a glass. “It’s already 
opened, love. You can’t take it back.” 

I clenched my fist at his solid logic. “He thinks he can just...” 

“Just buy you the nicest bottle of wine there?” Von sniffed the 
glass before handing it to me. “It’s the same stuff you drank at his 
table. He got it for you because he knew you liked it.” 


“He’s trying to buy me so I can help him. I can’t believe I lost 
this time!” 

“No one lost this round,” Von chuckled, tugging me toward him 
so he could kiss my cheek. “You bought him and his mates pudding. 
You're even.” 

Mason was irate. “I can’t even enjoy this steak because of all the 
talk about that Judge guy. I swear, October. I never want you 
meeting with him again. He’s dangerous. Now everyone sit down 
and pick a new topic before I lose my temper.” 

I huffed as I dropped down into my chair. I folded my arms 
across my chest to have a Mexican standoff with my glass of wine, 
debating whether or not I could have a drink without Judge 
thinking he’d won. 


Seventeen. 
Reasons and Reason 


A week later, and Mason still hadn’t let the Judge 


thing go, though at least he’d kept his unhappiness 
about it to a minimum while we worked. 

Twenty reaps in three different hospital wings later, and I was 
ready for a nap. It was nearing evening, but that fact was harder to 
tell in the hospital, since many of the rooms we went to were 
windowless. 

Mariang was barely upright after her four reaps, so Danny 
secured a wheelchair for her to rest in. She looked so small, so 
fragile. I wondered if I would similarly diminish someday, and 
shuddered at the thought. I vowed to eat a whole meal when we 
broke for dinner, no matter how queasy my stomach felt. 

“She’s done,” Danny ruled after coming back with a cup of juice 
for Mariang. It was the only time he’d left her side all day. “She 
should’ve been done an hour ago, but there were so many here. We 
never got to cover this much ground before you came along.” 

I guess that was a compliment, but Danny doled those out so 
infrequently, I couldn’t be sure. “I can do a few more. Why don’t 
you guys go back to the car? We’ll meet you there.” 

Rick volunteered to stay with us, while the other three guards 
went with Danny. “You sure you’re not too tired for this?” Mason 
asked me as we walked to the next door my gut pulled me toward. 

“I’m fine.” I huffed and rolled my eyes at myself. “I know, Von. I 
own the dollar another jar,” I yawned, not caring that I’d jumbled 


my sentence. 

“That’s eleven dollars just today. I think you have a problem, 
love.” 

I leaned on Mason more heavily than I had at the day’s start. My 
limbs were weighted and moved out of sync from their proper 
working order. My lungs felt like they weren’t taking in any air that 
rejuvenated me. 

The room was empty when we walked in, which I did not 
expect. We left Rick in the hallway to guard against... I forget. 
Something bad. “Well, that sucks. My gut led me to this room. It’s 
still tugging me to this spot. How could there be nobody here?” 

“T smell something. Something sweet.” Von knocked on the 
bathroom door, which was halfway shut. “Hello? Anybody here?” 
He opened it all the way and switched on the light, then he gave 
out a fearful, “Ho!” 

“What?” I moved toward him, but he shot out of the bathroom 
and shut the door behind him, his eyes wide and panicked as he 
tried to breathe through his mouth without inhaling the scent that 
was driving him crazy. I knew that look; he’d been chugging blood 
bags that looked like juice pouches and sucking on bottles of honey 
every day we had to reap in a medical facility. There was fresh 
blood in that bathroom. Though my half-breed blood was the most 
difficult flavor to resist, a full-human’s blood was still a temptation. 
Honey helped to curb the cravings in a pinch. “Von, what’s wrong? 
Breathe, sweetie. Breathe through it.” 

Von’s fangs that I tried never to notice now gleamed at me. I 
tried to give him a smile that told him I believed in his ability not 
to vamp out and drain me. My forced bravery gave him faith in his 
self-control, and after a few more breaths through his mouth, his 
shoulders relaxed. “It’s uh, just something for Rick to see. Go fetch 
Rick, will you?” 

“Yow’re scaring me. What’s in there?” 

Mason moved past me into the bathroom and quickly backed 
out. “Get Rick. Now.” He pointed to the door, keeping his body 
between me and whatever lie in the bathroom that shocked him so. 

I poked my head out into the hallway. “Rick? The guys need you 
in the bathroom.” Yeah, that sounded weird. 

Ever the professional, Rick wasted no time with questions. Von 
waited in the hallway while Mason let him into the bathroom. I 
heard shouts of confusion and upset as Rick called someone on his 


phone. Then Rick and Mason were arguing, which finally 
culminated in Von coming back into the room, a half-drained blood 
pouch in his fist. His free hand rubbed my triceps to soothe me as 
he spoke. “There’s a man in there who’s on the verge of being dead. 
I need you to reap him quickly, and then we get the bloody hell out 
of here, yeah?” 

“No.” Mason was firm as he stepped out of the bathroom. “She 
doesn’t need to see that.” 

“Tt’s not about her, Mason. That man needs a peaceful death, 
what with the way he was attacked. We can give him at least that.” 

“T can do it, Mason. It’s fine.” I wasn’t sure what to expect when 
I walked in and saw a man in his fifties bound, gagged and beaten 
to within an inch of his life. I let out a tiny shriek at the bloody 
mess that was his body. Leg twisted unnaturally, multiple fresh stab 
wounds, and a bewildered look on his pale face that told me the 
pain had deranged him to the point where he couldn’t feel anything 
anymore. He exhaled labored gasps into his cloth gag, begging me 
with his eyes to get a doctor. 

Mason kept one arm banded around my waist when I bent down 
to reap the soul that was too close to the surface. I barely had to 
touch him for it to leap into me, and then settle into Mason. The 
man’s body deflated, his pain leaving him in an instant. “Okay, out 
we go,” Mason instructed. “Go into the hallway and wait with Von.” 

I hadn’t noticed it when I first entered. I guess the sight of the 
dying man was a bit distracting. On the mirror above the sink there 
was a message written in blood. 

King Manaul, 

If you don’t meet your quota, I’ll give you more souls to reap than 
you'll know what to do with. Sama’s on the move. I’ll protect our people 
if you can’t. 

Last warning. 

“What the...” I was out of appropriate words, and definitely out 
of sanity. I pulled out my phone and took a picture of the mirror, 
and then one of the body, just in case. “It’s starting. One of the 
councilmembers is trying to control us. Titus warned it was coming. 
I just didn’t think whoever would do this would start in on civilians. 
Don’t they know we’re ahead of the daily quota?” 

Von shook his head. “That doesn’t matter yet. We’re still trying 
to make up for the months Mariang came up short. We haven’t 
broken even yet. We’re not even close.” 


When two nurses passed by and gave me a curious look, Von’s 
hand brushed to them and did a mild pull. I knew he was taking 
away a little of their curiosity, so they didn’t ask questions, didn’t 
care that we were roaming about the hospital, and wouldn’t stop us. 
It’s how we were able to walk in and out of rooms with nothing 
more than a visitor’s pass. 

Von met my eye and nodded. “Let’s go. Rick’s going to wait for 
our people to show up. He’ll keep the staff away from the room 
until our guys can clean it up.” 

My hands were trembling, and my knees could barely support 
me after the long day of life-draining work mixed with the sheer 
terror from seeing the dying man mangled on the floor. “Could we 
have helped him? We’re in a hospital. Could we have saved him?” 

“Once the soul is that close to the surface, it’s ready to leave the 
body. He’s dying no matter what. Hey, you okay?” Mason asked 
when I doubled over to catch my breath. 

I probably looked ridiculous, but I didn’t have the stamina to 
stand properly, much less care what other people thought about it. I 
leaned on Mason. “I’m fine. Just a little... you know. Stupid hazards 
of the job.” 

“You want me to fetch you a wheelchair?” Von asked. My 
answering venom-laced glare told him never to suggest that to me 
again. “Alright, how about I carry you?” 

“How about you carry Mason? I’m not Mariang. I don’t need 
someone to... I don’t...” That last reaping was one too many. My 
vision was starting to blur, and my grip on Mason grew more 
desperate. 

I didn’t mean to collapse. There was so much I didn’t mean to 
have happen in that moment. I expected a painful crash, but I was 
too tired to care. It never came, though. Mason caught me before I 
hurt myself and swept me up in his arms. 

I didn’t want to feel safe. I didn’t want to feel anything. I 
couldn’t pull out my list of all the reasons I had where this sort of 
codependent behavior wasn’t for me. In that moment, I lost my list, 
my reasons and my reason, resting against Mason while he carried 
me like a princess to the parking structure. 


Eighteen. 
The Same Animal 


I awoke in my bed sometime after the sun had set. The 


curtains were drawn, but I could see a sliver of the 
glowing moon peeking through, since the guys hadn’t 
shut my shades properly. 

I glanced at the space next to me on the bed, relieved to find 
that Von was not there. I felt the steady breathing of Mason behind 
me. His warm and naked side was nudged up against my back, his 
hard human body not quite as snuggly as his wolf form. I made sure 
to keep silent, so as not to wake him. Since there were no witnesses 
and my childishness would not be known, I let the tears I’d had on 
standby well in my eyes and spill down my cheeks. It had been a lot 
of life change I’d been forced to endure in a short amount of time. I 
wasn’t sure if the worst part was leaving my job or taking a tortured 
man’s soul from him, but whatever horror pushed me over the edge, 
I was both thankful and resentful it got me there. I shut my eyes as I 
lay on my side and covered my mouth so no sound would alert the 
others who were squatting at my house that I was breaking down. 

When I felt a large hand brush a few locks of auburn hair from 
the nape of my neck, I hissed and did my best to steady out my 
inaudible sobs. “Sorry. Did I wake you?” 

“You’re crying.” Mason touched the tears on my face when I 
rolled onto my back to look up at him. He was bare-chested and 
wearing only a pair of jogging shorts, which I decided was my 
favorite thing on a guy. 


Mason was a gorgeous man, and I was a childish wreck. Perfect. 

“You don’t have to point it out. At least let me pretend [ still 
have a little dignity.” I sniffled, trying to get myself under wraps. 
“Where are the new guards? It’s so quiet in here.” 

“They’re outside watching the house.” He wrapped one of his 
zombie-crushing arms under my neck and leaned down to press his 
lips to my eyelashes, blessing my eyes one at a time. “There’s 
dignity in everything you do. Leaving the job you loved to save a 
world you know little about? Working so hard to save them that 
you passed out from exhaustion? Everything you do amazes me. 
And not once did you ask what’s in it for you.” 

“T already know what’s in it for me.” I held up my fingers in a 
big zero. “Could you not be nice to me right now? I’m a mess.” 

Mason’s eyebrows tented. “You want me to be mean to you?” 

“I want you to never have seen me break down. I already feel 
too babied. Don’t want to add tears to the mix.” I swiped at my 
cheeks. “Seriously. Don’t look at me like that.” 

My humiliation did not deter Mason from studying my face. 
“You’re like me.” He pressed his fist to his chest. “You understand 
taking care of people who can’t take care of themselves. It’s why 
you can’t forgive Judge.” He traced the curve of my cheek. “You’re 
good at taking care of people. That’s what you’re doing when you 
grant them a peaceful death, you know.” 

“No. I’m nothing like as brave as you. You don’t cry like a baby 
at night. You don’t need someone to carry you to the c-car. That’s 
so embarrassing!” 

“You don’t think there’ve been days I cried?” He traced the 
outline of my face, looking at me like... like... Beto had never 
looked at me with such reverence. “Hani, we’re the same animal.” 

I wiped away an errant tear. “Where’d Von escape to?” 

“He went to visit Penny for the evening. Now he’s out picking 
up another shipment of blood. He’ll be back.” 

“So we’re alone?” 

“Looks to be that way.” 

I wasn’t sure what I was thinking, only that for once in my life, I 
wasn’t. My hand grew a mind of its own and reached up to touch 
the full lips I only ever wanted a closer look at. Mason was beautiful 
in that rugged way I couldn’t help but be attracted to. He wasn’t 
polished and didn’t quite fit anywhere, but somehow he fit perfectly 
in my bed next to me. “Mason?” I whispered, unsure how the 


dangerous ground I was walking on might hold me when the world 
shook us, as it inevitably would. 

The adoring gaze mingled slowly with a lust for conquest in his 
stormy eyes as he snatched at my wrist. There was a shift between 
us I could almost grab onto, so thick was the connection that pulled 
me in. Alarms went off inside my head, warning me of the dangers 
of kissing someone I worked so closely with. 

I ignored the alarm. I ignored the danger. I ignored Terraway 
and my world as I leaned up and stroked my lips to his. The second 
I made contact, heat flushed through my body like a jolt of 
something new and colorful. The incredible ripple unfolded 
throughout my whole body. I couldn’t just feel his lips on mine - I 
felt his lips everywhere. A million kisses effervesced all over my 
skin, peppering me in sensation from head to toe. I wanted more, 
desperately more. His lips were deliciously soft beneath the prickle 
of his facial hair — soft and unresponsive. 

The stunned look on Mason’s face scared me when I pulled back, 
though I needed more of whatever that was. Had I read the 
situation all wrong? He blinked down at me with wide eyes that 
held so many conflicting emotions; I couldn’t pick just one to judge 
his mood with. 

“T’m sorry. I probably shouldn’t have done that.” When he didn’t 
correct me, horror washed through my body, ice replacing the 
buttery heat. “Oh, man! What did I just do? I’m sorry. I wasn’t 
thinking.” I covered my face with my hands and rolled away from 
his half embrace, wishing for a genie to make what I’d done 
disappear. “I, um, I’m tired. I didn’t mean it.” I got up from the bed 
and all but ran into the bathroom like the inexperienced kid I was. 

I should’ve expected the knock, slow and steady, but I jumped at 
the sound that broke the paced rhythm of my chagrinned heartbeat. 
I scraped at my hands with self-loathing. 

“Hani? Open the door.” 

“Please just go. Could we pretend like nothing happened? 
Because if we can’t, I’m not leaving this bathroom. I swear to you, 
I'll bolt the door shut and straight up live in here.” 

“You surprised me, is all. Open the door.” 

“Please, Mason! I said I was sorry. We don’t have to talk about 
it.” 

“T don’t want to talk about it. Honest. Come on out.” 

“Promise?” 


“Sure.” He tapped his fingers on the barrier between us. “You 
know, I could break this door down easy enough. You have no idea 
how strong I am. I’m only knocking to be polite.” 

“Oh, fine. But I don’t want to hear a word about what didn’t 
happen out there.” I counted to ten before unlocking the door. 
When I saw Mason staring at me with wild eyes as he gripped the 
doorframe, I made to shut the door again. “You’re thinking about 
it!” 

Mason caught the door and bunched his fist in the front of my t- 
shirt, dragging me out of the bathroom and into the empty living 
room before I could dart away. “Do it again,” he said, his voice low 
and gravelly. 

Von was away, the guards were outside, and Danny and Mariang 
were in Ollie’s room. I wasn’t sure who we were hiding from, but 
his guarded cadence and body language told me he was on high 
alert. 

“What?” 

“That kiss. I felt it everywhere. Is that what it’s like to kiss a 
human? Or was that us?” 

I melted at the state of his confusion. “You felt it too?” 

Mason nodded, and I could see the entire whites of his eyes as 
he muscled his way through his own personal freak-out. “One more 
time. Please. I’ve never...” 

I leaned up on my toes and kissed him again before I could 
chicken out. My hands cupped his face and stroked the scruff on his 
jaw. That same unreal bubbling sensation washed through my veins 
like a lust-filled energy drink. Beneath my closed eyelids I saw 
colors — actual reds and yellows that danced while flutes started 
playing, encouraging more and still more. 

Three times I kissed him before his lips started to move with 
mine, giving up on resisting the passion that trickled in and slowly 
began to fill us both. As soon as his lips came to life, they picked up 
the pace like a feverish wave I saw coming but was powerless to 
run from. 

I didn’t want to run. For the first time, I felt like I was ready for 
the more I’d been living without. I wanted it, grabbed it by the 
naked shoulders, jumped up and wrapped my legs around it. The 
colors urged me onward, pushing my body to his. 

I blame it all on the colors and the flutes that diluted my reality. 
It couldn’t be attraction or real, live feelings that whipped our LSD- 


laced makeout into a frenzy. It just plain couldn’t. I wasn’t a 
passionate kisser usually, but a nervous one who pulled away 
before I could get swept up in a moment too big for me to duck out 
of. 

I lost myself completely in the kiss that I couldn’t help but crave 
still more of. His lips captured mine, drawing out a pathetic bleat 
from me that he swallowed. Then he begged for another. I melted 
into his kiss, falling hard and fast as the attraction swirled in both 
of us like a tornado, daring us to unleash its full wrecking force. ’'d 
never made such scared and impassioned noises when kissing Beto. 
This was different. This was my Viking king who moonlighted as a 
zombie-slayer. Mason had desire deep in his bones. My legs were 
wrapped around him to hold him in place so I could indulge in 
more of whatever he had to offer. 

Mason was my coworker. I knew I shouldn’t be attracted to him. 
I knew I should run. 

But I stayed. I stayed and spoiled myself in foolishness. I’d 
skipped most of my opportunity to be a teenager, and it seemed 
with every kiss, I was devolving into a confused mess of hormones 
and emotions. 

And hormones, if I didn’t mention those before. Holy cannoli, the 
hormones. I could feel the attraction rippling through me, unable to 
curb my passion to a more acceptable first kiss level. 

“Do you feel this?” he breathed between kisses. The sound was 
husky and positively erotic. “It’s never felt like this for me before.” 

“Me neither.” I gripped his skin, scraping his back with my nails. 
I caught his lower lip between my teeth and tugged. We were the 
same feral animal, indeed. 

Something happened then that I couldn’t explain. My head 
started to swim and my senses started to scramble yet further. I 
tasted his lips, and they were colorful on my tongue. That same red 
and yellow danced in my mouth, painting our palettes with a cool 
sensation that set off more flutes, which played in varying octaves. 
My senses scrambled, and I found that I could taste color. I quickly 
learned that red had the flavor of Mason to it, and it was deliciously 
addictive. When his tongue teased mine, I felt it everywhere, like he 
had a thousand tongues to torture me with, and I had all day to let 
him. 

My breathing hitched as the euphoria built up inside of me. 
Mason slammed my back into the wall, his hunger for my lips 


turning up the volume of the imagined music. His soft moans were 
now forceful growls that lit in both our bellies and fueled the best 
kiss of my life. We were ablaze with a red and yellow fire we had 
no hope of controlling. 

He had one hand beneath me, supporting my weight so I could 
remain pinned to the wall while we ravished each other. His fingers 
tangled in my hair, tilting my head to deepen the kiss. He uttered 
erratic, manly noises under his breath that made my heart bang 
around in my chest like an alarm, cluing me in that something 
significant was happening. I couldn’t turn back from it; I’m not sure 
I wanted to. Though I knew it was too early to make such grand 
declarations, I realized that I felt right with Mason. I wanted exactly 
this moment and dozens more like it. His kiss was heady, and I let it 
confuse my higher reasoning that otherwise would have told me to 
run from the crazy mountain man who didn’t even know how to 
drive a car. 

Of course Von chose that exact moment to return from his 
shopping trip. “Ho! Put a sock on the door next time you’re 
snogging, kids.” 

Mason slowed his passion for me, meeting my lips with 
gentleness he had not possessed mere seconds ago. We both slowly 
deflated like overfull balloons a week after a party. He cupped my 
face with his large, rough hand, caressing the contours of my cheek 
like he was stroking silk he was afraid to muddy. “So beautiful,” he 
murmured. I could tell from the slight tremble in his voice that he 
was just as shaken as I was at the kiss. 

I heard Von drop his things in the kitchen and head back out to 
the car for the next round. 

Mason lowered my legs to the floor, gripping my thigh with 
trembling fingers on the way down. He dropped his hands and 
shook his head, as if trying to snap himself out of the spell we were 
casting on each other. “Is that what it is to kiss a human? Or is it 
because you’re an Omen? You’re my first of either, so I don’t know 
why it feels like this.” He wiped his hand over his lips with wide 
eyes, blinking rapidly to clear his head. 

“T think I kiss pretty normal for a human.” I hope. 

He shook his head slowly as he processed the beauty of what 
we'd just experienced. “No, hani. That was anything but normal. I 
can feel that in my whole body.” He flexed his forearms and 
shivered. 


“What does hani mean?” I asked quietly. I’d been curious since 
he first used the term, but had been too chicken to ask. 

His lidded eyes found my hazel. “It means ‘honey’ or ‘darling’. It 
means you’re mine.” 

I reached out and touched his fingers, wondering if we could 
recreate that same crazed magic, or if it was all a fluke. It was in 
the name of science that I pulled him forward to kiss him again. Of 
course that was why. Science. This time I twined my fingers 
through his as we drew out the painfully slow passion that built like 
a fire in my chest. The red and the yellow streaks and sparks 
danced around the edges of my vision, staying with me even after 
my eyelashes fluttered shut. Part of me was screaming at myself to 
run from the permanence I could feel settling in my chest. 

But I didn’t run. I held on for dear life. The significance of me 
reaching out to grip Mason’s hands wasn’t lost on me. I couldn’t 
even feel my OCD battling inside of my brain, yelling at me about 
germs and the doomed intimacy that came with holding hands. 
Finally the conflict I always warred with stopped. I’d never been 
able to hold Beto’s hand, and here I was, reaching out for more of 
Mason. 

Of course Von came back in through the door, and of course he 
slammed it loud enough to rouse Danny, who came out to grouse at 
the intrusion. 

Of course Mason and I hadn’t kissed enough to satiate either one 
of us. Mason leaned in to kiss me once more, ignoring the gasp and 
whistle from his two best friends. 


Nineteen. 
Marrying me Off 


D... let out a loud curse when we finally broke 


apart. Mason and I could do nothing more than stare at 
each other with mirrored expressions of shock. “Great. 
So you know?” 

“Know what? You knew about this?” Von asked, putting the rest 
of his bags down in the kitchen. “I mean, I knew they were getting 
gooey for each other, but I didn’t know it’d exploded into humping 
against a wall. I might need a cold shower after that one. Well 
done, Mason. And November? Who knew you had that in you?” 

My face turned crimson as the reality of the most amazing kiss 
of my life came crashing down on my head. “Oh, gross. Sorry, guys. 
I should’ve been more discreet.” I’d never been a public display 
kind of girl, but that one had taken me by storm. 

Von held up his hands. “Don’t hold back on my account. Happy 
for you, mate.” He slapped Mason on the back a little harder than I 
thought he should’ve. Then Von winked at me just to tease my 
growing discomfort. “Humping in the living room. Sounds like a 
band name, yeah?” 

I paled. “I’m sorry. I got caught up, and I... Totally uncool of 
me.” I couldn’t face Von’s teasing grin. I flew into the bathroom, 
locking myself inside with my embarrassment. When a knock came 
to the door, I begged for them to go away. 

Danny’s voice was calm to counter my thumping heart. 
“October, come on out. I’ve got to explain a few things to you. Did 


you see colors? Hear music?” 

Mason and I both replied with a confused, “How did you 
know?” 

“It’s what happens when an awakened Omen gets it on with 
someone from Terraway. Not many people know about it because 
it’s a pretty private thing, but it happens. Did you hallucinate? Like, 
did you see anything more specific than just the abstract colors?” 

“T did,” Mason answered when I cracked open the door. 

I shook my head. “I didn’t, but something happened that was 
weird.” I covered my face with my hands, wishing I didn’t have to 
talk about something private with Danny, of all people. “When we 
were... you know, I swear something happened to my senses. It was 
like I could taste color or something.” My nose crinkled as I shook 
my head. “I’m not explaining it right.” 

Danny nodded, moving to the couch to decrease the heightened 
climate of the room. “That’s about right. You didn’t hallucinate, 
though? You saw colors, but no specific images or visions?” 

“No. Was I supposed to?” I shoved the throw pillow back into 
place on the other end of the couch from Danny, and sat down so it 
would support my back. 

“Not necessarily. Everything’s normal for who you two are. 
Intense, yeah? People don’t get how Mariang and I are the way we 
are, but imagine years of that. It never gets boring. It never gets 
less.” 

Mason perked up at this, shoving his shirt over his head and 
slumping on the couch to cool down (This, incidentally did nothing 
to cool me down. Dude was ripped). “Incredible. You never told me 
it was like that. I’ve never... not even with Kara.” 

I grimaced at being compared to his dead wife, though I knew 
that was an inevitability. “Anything else we should know about?” 

Danny’s elbows rested on his knees as if gearing up for the birds 
and the bees. “October, when you start to see hallucinations, let me 
know. I mean, first thing. Understand?” 

“Now I’m worried. What will that mean?” 

“Nothing bad, but Ill give you the rest of the sex talk then. 
There are things you should know, but not yet. You two barely 
know each other still. And you’ve got Von to factor into it all.” 

“Anybody order a third wheel?” Von joked. “I’m kidding. We’re 
making you overanalyze what should be good old fun. Enjoy it. I 
can make myself scarce with Katrina or whoever. 


“Oh my gosh! It’s nothing like that. We only just kissed, you 
guys. Stop marrying me off.” 

“T have to talk to you!” Mason blurted out at Danny, standing 
abruptly. 

Danny gripped Mason’s shoulder and then slapped him on the 
back with unconcealed pride. “Sure, mate. Let’s go for a walk.” 


Twenty. 
Precious 


y on waited for the front door to close before he cast 


me a mischievous grin. “You’re a minx, you are. I 
wonder what would’ve happened if we _ hadn’t 
interrupted. Virgin, indeed. Your legs and hips seemed 
to know the dance well enough. You’ll be an absolute 


tomcat when your time comes.” 

“Shut up.” 

“Hold on. Let me get your first aid kit.” 

“Bathroom. Under the sink.” 

“T know,” he said, glancing at me over his shoulder as he turned 
toward the bathroom. “I live here too, now. I know where things 
are.” I wasn’t sure how to feel about that. The guys had moved in a 
few weeks ago. Like, moved in. Some days it felt like home to have 
them in my space with me, but other days it felt... I don’t know, 
like, get out of my space. 

Von returned a minute later with the red box. “Exactly where I 
knew it would be.” I worried at the state of the contents of that 
cupboard, which he no doubt shifted in the extraction of the kit. 

“You alright?” I asked him. “Did you cut yourself?” 

“No, daft girl. You did. Give me your hands.” 

He turned the living room’s end table lamp on to get a better 
look at the damage. I tried to hide my shame from him, and clasped 
my hands between my knees as I shifted on the couch. “I’m fine, 


Von. It’s not a big deal.” 

He gently parted my knees and pried my hands out, rubbing 
them with a warm washcloth that was now totally ruined. He was 
quiet when he disinfected the cuts, breathing through his teeth as 
he eyed my blood droplets with lust he tried to conceal. “Did 
Mason... Was he... How did... Was he nice to you?” 

I refused to look at him. “Yes. He was great. It was all pretty 
intense. I’ve never kissed anyone like that.” 

“Talk to me, Peach. Pretend I’m a brother,” he reminded me. “I 
think that’ll suit our threesome just fine.” 

“Really?” I softened at his use of the nickname I cherished. 

“Really.” The dimple appeared in his left cheek, so I started to 
relax. 

“Tt was nice. Special, even.” My first instinct was to stuff it all 
down, but under the regime of Von being more of a brother than 
anything else, I guessed there was no real reason to hold back. “I 
think I like him. But there’s the whole two different worlds thing.” 

“Small obstacle,” Von teased, a smirk tugging up the corner of 
his mouth. 

I kept my eyes trained on Von’s dark green t-shirt, wondering 
when the last time he washed it was. “It was exciting and new. I’ve 
only ever kissed Beto. This was different. Like speaking a new 
language I never even knew existed, but somehow I woke up fluent 
in it.” I shook my head. “I don’t know. I’m explaining it wrong.” 

“Go on.” 

“T heard flutes playing.” The urge to scratch my hands was 
heady, but I did my best to resist as Von wrapped a bandage around 
each one. He did a substandard wrap job, but it was the sweetest 
thing anyone had done for me in a long time. It was the sweetest 
thing I’d let someone do for me in a long time. Somewhere in an 
unmarked place along our journey, I was starting to trust Von. 

“You heard flute music while you were snogging? Like, in your 
mind?” 

“Yeah. That’s really how it is for Danny with Mariang? Did you 
know?” 

Von chuckled. “That you think Danny and I talk about anything 
personal tells me how little you know about us. I have no idea on 
that front. He’s a pretty private person when it comes to Mariang.” 

“Well, whatever it is, it was intense.” I grinned at him, breathing 
easier as my nerves started to dissipate. “Thanks for letting me 


girlfriend all over you. I don’t really talk about this kind of stuff 
with anyone.” 

“T had you pegged as the girl who takes her time to weigh her 
options. Imagine my surprise when one of the most untamed 
outcasts in Terraway is plotting his way to your all-access theme 
park right under my nose. I’ve been falling down on the big 
brothering job, no doubt.” 

My face soured. “For the record, my virginity is not a theme 
park.” 

“Then clearly he’s doing it wrong.” Von placed the kit on the 
coffee table and sat next to me on the couch, his knees falling open 
as they did when he was trying to relax. 

“You going to Katrina’s?” 

He shook his head, kicking off his shoes. “No. I’m staying here 
tonight. And probably most nights, come to think of it. You know 
Ezra prefers it this way. You and Penny get to be the two women in 
my life for a while.” 

I don’t know why that made me blush, so I kept my head down 
until my cheeks turned back to their normal shade of adulthood. 
“That’s a sweet thing to say.” 

He jerked his head toward my bedroom and pulled me up off the 
couch. “Why don’t you and Mason take up in your bed? Something 
tells me Mason won’t want to sleep in his wolf form tonight, and 
none of these beds or the pullout is really big enough for three. I’ve 
grown quite fond of the couch.” Von winked at me. “You’re 
welcome.” 

My neck started itching, so I scratched a line down my throat to 
alleviate my growing apprehension. “Von, I don’t know. I mean, 
that’s too serious. Sleeping alone together after our first kiss? That’s 
too fast.” 

“You’re just going to have to cry yourself to sleep tonight 
thinking how much you miss me. You'll think on how fortunate you 
were when you used to sleep next to the most perfect man you’ve 
ever laid eyes on. Tough break, Mason. Best to dash his hopes 
gently.” 

I raised my eyebrow at his bluster. “Seriously. I don’t want to 
block you from enjoying your night. Go out with Katrina. There’s 
plenty of security around the house.” 

Von yanked on my arm and led me into my bedroom. “Lay 
down,” he instructed, shutting the door. He climbed into the bed 


next to me and pulled the covers up around us, settling down on the 
pillow to my left. It felt like we were kids in a fort, and I loved him 
for trying to ratchet down the tension that never seemed all that far 
away. “Until Danny and Mason figure out this Omen-Reaper 
business, you’re not out of my sight. I’m serious. Now that you and 
Mason are starting things up, I don’t want to get edged out of a job. 
I need this, November.” 

I rolled on my side to face him, able to make out just the outline 
of his features. He was handsome in the barely there moonlight that 
slid through the half-inch gap in my thick taupe curtains. “First off, 
I’m not starting things up. It was a kiss, Von. A great kiss, but don’t 
make it weird. Even if something down the road ever did start up, 
this whole Death Omen thing works far better with two Reapers. 
Your job’s safe. You and Danny can stay out of my love life.” 

Von pecked my lips with a smirk. “Cute that you think that’s 
true. Think of it as an HR issue. If you hooked up with Brenden, the 
higher ups might have something to say about it, yeah?” 

“T guess. Gross analogy, though. Brenden’s like, over thirty.” 

“Hello! ’m two blinks away from thirty!” He shook his head at 
me. “Mason’s thirty-one, you know.” 

“Then you can date Brenden.” I nuzzled my nose to his and 
whispered, “Old man.” 

Von’s mouth fell open. “I can’t believe you just said that. I’m in 
my prime, I’ll have you know.” 

“T might have something of Ollie’s for joint pain if you need it in 
your old age.” 

His hand found my waist under the covers and squeezed, finding 
my ticklish spot and working it right good. We rolled around for a 
solid minute in a fit of giggles, making a perfect mess of the sheets. 

He froze above me, shifting with sudden caution as we stared 
into each other’s eyes. There were things there that didn’t have 
words to match, so we didn’t say them. Von slowly closed the gap 
between us to deliver another simple peck to my lips, making my 
cheeks turn pink with its sweetness. “You went and made it all 
precious,” I scolded him through my blush. “That was adorable. 
Now get off me. Mason’s going to get the wrong idea.” 

Von rolled off and laid on his back next to me, resting his heavy 
leg atop my thigh just for the contact. “You are precious. If Mason 
starts treating you like you're not, it’s time to move on. 
Understood?” 


“Understood.” I fiddled with the hem of my yellow t-shirt. 
“You’re not a bad guy, you know.” 

He turned his head to look at me, his handsome face examining 
the sincerity of mine. “If you could not spread that around, I’d 
appreciate it. You’ll utterly destroy my loose cannon reputation.” 

“We can’t have that.” 

Von tossed me a teasing grin. “I’ll see you in the morning, love. 
When you’re dreaming about me, try to work up a decent code 
name, so Mason doesn’t feel too put out. Mason gets to be the man 
in your bed, but I’ll always be the man of your dreams.” 

“You should really work on building up your self-esteem. You’re 
too humble.” 

“Goodnight, dream girl.” He rolled out of the bed and left the 
room. 

I waited for Mason, but after half an hour, I was too exhausted 
to wait any longer. I made myself at home in my bed, anchoring my 
body to the center of the mattress - my favorite spot. I hadn’t slept 
by myself in too many nights, and though I wished Mason wasn’t 
avoiding me, I took my rare breath of alone time where I could get 
it and closed my eyes. 

I think I muttered some kind of unladylike reply when Mason 
slid into the bed next to me however long later. He rolled me over 
so he could spoon me, kissing the back of my shoulder, as if we did 
that sort of thing all the time. Which, I guess we sort of did. 
Though, it felt more intimate when it was just the two of us. Mason 
didn’t need to talk about the kiss, and I was grateful to have 
escaped the big emotional recap of it all. 

Von followed in a few minutes later, uncomfortable as he sat on 
my other side. “I tried to take the couch, mates, but Danny vetoed 
it. I want to give you your space, but with all the extra reaping 
you’re doing, Danny thinks you need double the pulling at night. 
I’m sorry.” 

Mason made a half-awake noise that meant “Whatever, dude. 
Just lay down and shut up. I’m almost asleep.” I reached out in the 
darkness and tugged Von down next to me, unwilling to let the 
threesome I had landed myself in get all weird. “Goodnight, big 
brother.” 

Von pulled the comforter up to his chin and whispered, 
“Goodnight, little peach.” His lips were drawn forward, brushing 
me with a light goodnight kiss that brought a sleepy smile to my 


face. My shorts left my kneecap exposed for Von to tickle the 
sensitive flesh there, just to make me squirm. He slid his hand 
between mine to keep me from scratching while I slept. 

That night I closed my eyes with Mason’s hand around my ribs 
and a fraction of peace in my heart that had not been there before. I 
was learning to soften in small amounts, and the shift felt like the 
kind of breathing that normal people do. I don’t know why Id 
wasted so much time afraid to draw in that breath. With tranquility 
in my lungs, I knew that no matter what sort of warfare greeted us 
when we woke, Von and Mason would be there. Von was the big 
brother who wouldn’t leave before I was ready. Mason was the... 
the thing I wasn’t ready to examine just yet. But one fact was sure: I 
wouldn’t have to pretend that being alone was what I wanted. 


Twenty-One. 
Hallucination Harlot 


I had never been a deep sleeper. In fact, I’d been a 


frequent tosser and turner before I’d started going to bed 
with my Reapers. When my eyes closed in Mason and 
Von’s arms, I inhaled what finally felt like fresh air to 
my soul. Even though we were inside my house, tucked 
in my bed, the freshness found me. It was new 
possibilities, new hope. I had been surviving on my own 
for so long in a world where I was constantly too young, 


too poor and too... just too much and still never enough. 

Somehow in Mason’s arms, I felt like the too much I always 
assumed myself to be wasn’t scary or overwhelming at all. I wasn’t 
too much for Mason, the zombie-slayer. It was a thought so 
peaceful, I never dared to think that a life like this could be mine. 

Mason had his larger hand palming my ribs while he spooned 
me with his much taller body. Every inch I shifted, he compensated 
for, even in sleep. I knew so little about him, but this Duwende 
bond was bonkers. His level breathing calmed me, and though there 
was a lot of sexual tension between us, I relaxed against his hairy 
chest. Von’s steady minty cigar breath tickled my nose, making me 
smile as I mused that even in sleep, Von was precious to me. 

So peaceful was I that I almost didn’t see the yellow caterpillar. I 
almost didn’t catch the miniscule movement as it inched across the 
nightstand. 


My tiny intake of breath was quickly countered by my eyes 
shutting tight, so as not to give away that I’d made Prince 
Langgam’s spy. My house had been breached, if I understood the 
implications correctly. 

“Von,” I whispered, my eyes still shut. When he didn’t stir, I 
nudged the leg he had looped between my knees. “Von, could you 
get me a glass of water?” 

“What? Not now, baby. I’m sleeping.” 

I pursed my lips at his too flirty slip, blaming it on the late hour. 
“Von, I really need a glass of water. Come to think of it, I’m hungry. 
Could we go get something to eat?” The guys had been threatened 
by Titus, the Goblin King. Though he was dead, I didn’t know who 
his allies were. I’m guessing since Lang was spying on me, I couldn’t 
count him among the list of my allies. Then there was the 
mysterious slasher-of-humans enemy who was impatiently waiting 
for me to go back to work. The anonymous villain who’d murdered 
the man in the hospital wanted me to reap till I dropped day after 
day, while he killed civilians to motivate me, the jerk. I hoped that 
wasn’t Prince Langgam’s doing, but I knew it could be any person 
on the council. I wouldn’t let anyone take Mason or Von and slice 
them up for parts. My veins went cold when I thought of the casual 
way Titus had mentioned abducting Mariang. 

But I’d been cooperating. Didn’t they see? Why was Lang spying 
on me now? 

I rolled over and whispered in Mason’s ear, “Mason, I need you 
to wake up.” 

My lips brushed his facial hair and tickled his ear, rousing him 
only halfway. He turned his head and pressed his puckered lips to 
mine. Despite my growing determination to get everyone out 
without alerting Lang, the kiss jerked me into the tryst that had 
been interrupted earlier. Though it was dark in my room, I started 
seeing little bursts of the familiar red and yellow as our lips moved 
together. He smelled like glittering red - I’m not sure how else to 
describe it. I breathed in each of his exhales as if it was the 
sweetest, most erotic scent, letting out a moan when he bit my lip. 
The flutes started their song of seduction, and I was a goner. 

“Not cool, mates. I’ll take the couch.” Von made to sit up, but 
my arm shot out and dragged him down. 

I whispered into his ear, “Pack up the car and get Mariang and 
Danny to the garage. Lang’s spy is watching us.” 


“Huh?” 

Mason was kissing my neck, and I nearly lost my grasp on the 
English language. My back arched as I released Von. “Do it,” I 
squeaked out. Mason’s hand slid down under the covers and 
gripped my hip possessively. 

Von shot out of bed and made a scene of packing a few bags and 
leaving because of our totally inappropriate display. Not sure how 
much of an act that was, really. I tried to clue Mason in to the 
audience we still had, but I could barely locate my body when he 
kissed my lips again, this time with renewed passion. Von was gone, 
and we had a whole bed to sow our regrets into. His hands intuited 
where to move along my body to advance to the next step and the 
next. It was obvious he’d been married and was used to reaching 
the end of the dance I’d only just been invited to. 

When I heard him murmur “Kara” under his breath, it was just 
the cold shower I needed. I pulled back, the colors and the flutes 
deserting me as if they never existed. “What did you just call me?” 

Mason looked high as he rolled on top of me, kissing with yet 
more passion that tugged and ripped at my insides. What had felt 
the best kind of incredible before was now a jumbled mess. It felt 
like I was juggling a ball of nails that couldn’t help but cut me. 

“Mason, we have to stop. We have to...” When his lips didn’t 
part from mine, I slammed my foot on the brakes, rolling away 
from him and toward the caterpillar I tried not to see. I looked up 
and saw in the dim moonlight that Mason’s hands were still 
reaching for me. I wasn’t sure what I wanted right then, but I knew 
for certain I was getting off this ride before I became a roller coaster 
roadkill statistic. “No more!” 

“T need to see her!” 

“Stop!” My outstretched hand commanded him clearly, now that 
his hallucination was beginning to lift. His breath came out in 
almost animalistic snorts, and I wondered if he was about to 
transition into a wolf or something. “I’m serious! We need to get 
some air. This is too fast. It’s too much!” 

Mason nodded once, his hand slapping his cheek a few times to 
send a little lucidity into his haze. Then dread twisted his features 
as he backed off the bed, moving to the opposite side of the room. 
“What just happened?! What was that? I saw her when I kissed you 
just then. I wasn’t sure the first time, but I definitely saw her!” 

“Who? Your wife?” 


“Yes! I saw Kara!” he exclaimed, his eyes wide in shock, and 
then wider still at the horror he’d unwittingly slammed into me. 

“You saw your wife? I didn’t see anyone, and you saw your 
wife? You kiss me, and you see another woman?” 

“T, um, I didn’t mean it like that.” 

“How exactly did you mean it?” 

“October, I wasn’t trying to think of her. It’s the hallucinations! I 
can’t control what I see. Ask Danny.” 

I was thunderstruck, and totally beyond being able to pick my 
jaw up off the floor. “Get some air. This isn’t good. I...” I searched 
around for anything that would get him to go into the other room 
with Von. “I need a glass of water.” 

Mason stood from the bed, shaking his head to right himself as 
he stumbled out of the room with me. He was clearly upset I was 
pushing him away from a connection too powerful for either of us 
to handle without sturdy gloves and bulletproof vests. “Are you 
mad? I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have blurted it out like that.” 

“Just shelve it for now.” The lights were off in the living room, 
and I wondered if Von actually had gone to sleep on the sofa. The 
whispered shouts coming from Ollie’s bedroom clued me in to his 
whereabouts. 

Danny all but ran out of the bedroom with his duffel and a bag 
for Mariang. “I’m going to get a pizza. Anyone hungry?” Danny 
called through the house. 

“T am.” Mason raised a finger. “Can’t we turn on the lights?” 

“Mariang’s got a migraine, so just deal with the darkness. 
Mason, go get in the car.” Danny was frustrated that Mason clearly 
had no clue what was going on. 

I pushed past them, casting Danny a knowing look in the dark. 
The fear that painted Danny was starting to seep into me. I bolted 
into my bedroom and fished through my things for the essentials, 
keeping my head down so Wilbur the yellow caterpillar didn’t alert 
his boss. “I’m so cold,” I commented, so it looked like I was 
searching for a change of warmer clothes rather than packing a few 
days’ worth of my things, Mason’s and Von’s. 

Von was onboard and alert, dashing to the kitchen to retrieve 
his stash of blood. Danny and I had everyone packed in a matter of 
minutes. My heart was pounding like footsteps of doom stalking 
toward an untimely demise. Middle of the night escapes weren’t 
part of the job description, yet here we were. 


I didn’t like Danny touching the small of my back, but it was 
either that or let him hold my hand. The very notion of people 
touching my hands gave me the icks, and I sensed we didn’t have 
time for habitual handwashing right now. 

My curtains were only half-shut, and my hands grew clammy 
when I worried one of the guards might peer in and see me. I didn’t 
much care for being a fugitive in my own home, but that was the 
feeling that crept over me like so many spiders tapping me on the 
shoulder. 

“Stop!” I whispered. “I forgot something.” 

“Tt can all be replaced. We have to go now!” Danny’s hand on 
my back wrapped around me and gripped my side. 

I felt only medium bad for shoving him as I broke away and 
darted into the kitchen. Quick as I could, I reached up into the 
cupboard I kept my medication in. I snatched down the bottle and 
buried the prescription in my messenger bag I had slung over my 
shoulder. I knew there were twenty-two pills remaining. That’s 
twenty-two days I had left before I needed to get my prescription 
filled again. Hopefully this mess would be sorted long before that. 

Von met us by the door to the attached garage with Mariang, his 
finger pressed to his lips. Mariang was in tears on her surrogate 
brother’s arm, clinging to Von while she tried to hold herself 
together in the dark. We’d escaped Wilbur in my bedroom, but 
there were the outside guards to contend with, so we moved in 
silence through the dark in the garage as best we could. 

“Keys,” Danny demanded of me in a whisper. When I hesitated, 
he explained, “Your car can handle a chase better than mine if it 
comes to it. Plus, you’ve got more trunk space. You three can 
squeeze in the trunk until we get to Ezra’s.” He shot Von an 
apologetic look. “I don’t think I could fit in there, and I know 
Mason can’t. He’s having trouble shapeshifting.” 

I wanted to argue as panic welled up in me, but we all sensed 
the urgency of not getting out at all if we hemmed and hawed over 
seating arrangements. I slipped back into the house, ran down the 
hallway and yanked Ollie’s comforter off the bed. Mariang was so 
fragile looking, I didn’t want to think what could happen to her 
dainty bones if Danny hit a pothole too hard. 

The garage was spotless and free of clutter, since I scrubbed it 
once a month. My box of surgical gloves and gym gear were put in 
the backseat. Von and Danny shoved as many things as they could 


under the seat and inside the spare tire storage area under the floor 
of my trunk. I spread out the comforter, making sure to cover every 
spot we would be laying on, so we didn’t bang anything too hard. 

“You first,” I instructed Von in a whisper as I scratched at my 
hands. “There’s the most room toward the back, so we can stack up 
that way.” 

When Von was flattened in the furthest corner of the trunk, 
Danny and I exchanged worried glances at how little space there 
was left. “You really can’t shift?” 

Mason’s slate eyes were panicked, not quite sure what was going 
on. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me! Something’s not working 
right!” 

Danny took control. “Get in the passenger’s seat, Mason. If 
Langgam’s spy made it past security... We have to get out of here 
now, preferably without alerting the guards. You and I are going on 
a pizza run. Everyone else is asleep inside.” 

I let Danny steady me with his hand on my elbow as I stepped 
inside the trunk. When Id picked out Terence, I certainly didn’t 
base my purchase on how many bodies would fit inside. It was too 
tight for comfort, and too small not to conjure up old fears I’d tried 
to bury long ago. Images of my childhood I’d rather never think 
about flooded up in me. They choked me with claustrophobia, and 
let me know I would never fully move on from the trauma. 

There wasn’t enough room next to me left for Mariang, so Danny 
picked her up like a child and laid her atop me, my hands doing 
their best to fasten around her like a seatbelt. 

Mariang was tiny. I mean, I knew it by looking at her that she 
was barely a size two, but feeling her feather-like weight atop me 
made me want to force-feed her pure lard just so she didn’t get 
knocked over by a stiff breeze. She was a couple inches taller than 
me, but she felt so much smaller. I moved her hair out of her eyes, 
feeling the wet from her tears. “It’s okay, sister. Just pretend we’re 
going camping, okay? Normal families do that. That’s all this is. 
Just going camping.” I kissed her temple, catching Danny’s eye. He 
nodded to me, grateful he could trust his most valuable treasure 
with me for an hour. 

Danny tucked a duffel filled with clothes next to my feet. The 
rest would have to go on the floor in the backseat while we crossed 
our fingers in hopes that the guards wouldn’t notice. Danny brushed 
his hand over Mariang’s face, and she cried harder, though still 


silently. He leaned his head into the trunk and brushed his lips 
against hers. “Hey. It’s alright. Have I ever not taken care of you?” 
She reached out and gripped his hand. It was a simple gesture, 
but the intensity of their connection manifested itself in an 
unmistakable beam between them that could not be severed. 
Danny gingerly shut the trunk, encasing us in the dark as I 
swallowed my scream. 


Twenty-Two. 
Shoved in a Trunk 


B.. had a hard time keeping promises, which was 


why I didn’t ask her for many. Ollie and Allie had it in 
them that adults should be held accountable for the 
things they said to kids, but that expectation only lent to 
more fighting between them and Bev, and more hiding 
from me. Totally not worth it. 

Ollie, Allie and I shared the smaller of the two rooms in the 
trailer Bev had overrun with stuff she couldn’t part with. Sharing a 
room with your sisters probably wasn’t Ollie’s ideal living situation, 
but he made it work. Allie was seven years older than me, and took 
the mantle of momming me when I needed it. We had bunk beds, 
and the rule was that Bev could junk up the rest of the house, so 
long as the bathroom and our bedroom were left alone. 

It didn’t take long for the bathroom to become unusable. No 
matter how often the three of us cleaned it and moved stuff out, 
Bev only saw opportunity for conquest in every inch made 
available. So Ollie made an arrangement with the trailer two down 
from ours. He never told us what it cost him, but he rigged it so 
that the three of us could shower there every morning in Mrs. 
Kitsa’s bathroom. She was a nice old sweetie who sometimes set 
homemade blueberry muffins on the counter for us in the mornings. 
She loved to pinch my cheeks and pat the top of my head. Often she 
confused me with her daughter and called me Heather. She fed me, 


so I let her call me whatever she liked, since it seemed to make her 
happy. I’m not sure she ever knew my actual name. 

The trailer park had a communal public bathroom near the play 
yard for us to use the toilet. The bathroom in our trailer was filled 
to capacity a week after we’d laid down our no-junk-in-the- 
bathroom edict, and I haven’t seen the toilet since. I’m thinking it 
was ivory. 

The fragile system was functional until the great Helzermann’s 
closeout deal. Helzermann’s was an odds and ends store not too far 
from us. It had craft supplies, books, a small non-perishables section 
and basic home goods throughout. When the store went under, 
everything was discounted to the hilt, which meant it was open 
season for Bev. 

I didn’t even look in the bags that were stacked around our 
bedroom when I came home from school that afternoon. One look, 
and I knew it would be World War III between Ollie, Allie and Bev. 
When the two entered in after me, the yelling started. 

I don’t remember much about the fight between them. I was 
only six at the time. All I knew was that I had to get out of there. 
Using the carefully honed method of moving through the 
overcrowded home, I scampered away from their fight, burrowing 
myself in one of the piles of clothes. The mountain of Bev’s outfits 
stretched all the way to the ceiling. She didn’t like wearing the 
same thing too many times. Her brightly colored garments were my 
safe place where I could tuck myself away until the fighting 
stopped. Some of the shirts were so new, they didn’t even smell like 
cat urine yet. 

It was a long fight, and eventually I fell asleep in the pile. When 
Ollie’s shouts turned fearful and the sound of Allie’s tearful 
beckoning reached me, it was evening, and dark in that part of the 
house. I tried to climb out of the mountain and run to them, but I 
was disoriented and took the wrong route to our room. I ran smack 
into the wall of garbage, which also reached to the ceiling. 

I still remember stepping onto something sticky, and then 
something sharp. Then the mountain fell, burying me in refuse and 
maggots. I don’t remember the things they screamed at Bev that 
night, but I remember the feel of a maggot sliding into my ear when 
I was pinned down and couldn’t hoist the chaos off myself. 
Something heavy hit me in the head, and I passed right out. It took 
Ollie and Allie too many minutes to unearth me, all while Bev 


freaked out that I had ruined her “special things” that she’d had 
arranged just the way she liked them. 

I had a thing about tight spaces after that. 

Ollie and Allie had already taken on the role of being my mama 
and dad, but after that, security was heightened. I still remember 
Allie suturing my foot with no anesthesia, while Ollie held me still 
as I screamed. Not the best way to realize I wanted to be a nurse 
when I grew up, but whatever. 

Allie kept crying, scared at the thought that they’d lost me in the 
garbage. That was a rough night I still didn’t have the words to talk 
about. I recall them pulling the mattresses off the bunk bed so the 
three of us could sleep together on the floor with me sandwiched in 
the middle. I was afraid, but I had Ollie and Allie with me, so I 
knew that somehow everything would be alright. There was no one 
but me to hold them through the trauma they’d had to endure, so 
they were somewhat less hopeful. 

Mariang’s small body on mine began to feel like a two-ton 
weight atop my chest. I let out a small whine when the garage door 
opened. The car started up and we moved down the driveway out 
into the night. 

Von wrapped his arm over Mariang to hold her more securely in 
place. He cleared his throat. “Two beautiful women who can’t get 
enough of little old me? Not a bad way to go.” I knew he could feel 
my impending freak-out, and was making a joke to cut my building 
anxiety. His fingers brushed my shoulder, and I felt him pull a layer 
of Dear-Lord-get-me-out-of-here. “Hey, it’s alright, love. Danny’s 
going at a normal speed, which means they aren’t following us.” 

“Tt’s not that. I...” I didn’t know how to voice such a sore subject 
without going into detail. If I let myself get too upset, I knew the 
maggots would find me again. One had fallen into my mouth when 
I screamed for Ollie after I came to. I still recall the horror of them 
tickling my ears to make my body their new home. I swallowed 
hard and tried to rein in my crazy. “I have a thing about tight 
spaces. I can’t... I have to get out of here!” The air felt thin, and I 
sucked in guttural gasps, like someone was choking me. My leg 
started kicking without my consent. My body jerked as the maggots 
gunned for me with purpose. 

Mariang spoke up through her tears. “Von, is there room for me 
to lay on you instead? That way October can have some breathing 
room.” 


My hands itched like they had trails of Lang’s ants crawling up 
them. “Ollie!” I begged my brother to find me as my chest heaved 
unnaturally. I knew better than to cry for Allie anymore. She’d 
stopped answering when we called. I couldn’t blame her. She’d 
given up her adolescence to take care of us. She deserved not to see 
my face and be reminded of all she missed out on. I couldn’t give 
her much, but I could at least give her that. Tears squeezed out of 
my eyes, and I was grateful for the pitch black. “Allie, Allie,” I 
sobbed, utterly woebegone. I wished I never needed anything, but 
in that moment, I desperately needed my sister to find me in the 
refuse and save me from the avalanche of garbage that crushed 
down upon me. 

Von shifted so he was laying on his back. I breathed afresh when 
Mariang crawled over atop him. I knew she’d felt a few of my tears, 
and they’d both heard my choked sobs. The embarrassment 
clutched me around the throat. 

“Close your eyes,” Von instructed me in a soothing voice. “Now 
roll on your side and cuddle up to me. Pretend we’re back in your 
bed and there’s loads of space. We just don’t need it because we like 
to sleep close.” 

“Tm freaking out!” I confessed, finally able to claw at my hands 
and arms to relieve the trauma, now that Mariang was off of me. 
My legs were still twitching, unable to find a shred of calm to 
steady them. I tried arching my back to alleviate some of the 
suffocating fear that raked at my insides. “I can’t do this for a whole 
hour! The bugs! Get the maggots off me!” 

Von shushed me. “We’ll be there in five minutes,” he lied. “You 
can do anything for five minutes. I’m here.” He drew in an 
exaggerated breath. “Take a deep one and let it out.” His tone 
changed to something darker that made my spine tingle. “Oh, no. I 
smell blood! It’s fresh. Oh, it’s fresh.” 

“October, you have to stop scratching yourself!” Mariang cried. 

I tried to fight against hyperventilation, but the phantom 
maggots found me in my psychosis. I raked at my cheeks, thrashing 
around to get them off me. “I can’t! I can’t!” 

I don’t know how they did it, but somehow Von rolled Mariang 
to the very back of the trunk so he could slide on top of me. He 
boxed me in as he breathed through clenched teeth, his forearms 
trembling with yearning. “The blood! I need it!” He buried his face 
in the crook of my neck and howled his desire as I squirmed 


beneath him. “Just a little taste. I can control myself! Just one taste, 
and I’ll stop.” 

My limbs were floundering beneath him as I lost myself to two 
kinds of panic I couldn’t logic my way out of. I screamed when Von 
licked the back of my hand, scared of the sexual groans he made 
when he tasted the tiny scrapes that were too fresh for him to resist. 
“No, Von!” His tongue laved between my knuckles, his pelvis 
rocking against mine. He cried out in self-loathing as he turned 
back to my neck, licking the skin and sucking too hard. His lips 
weren’t gentle, but they covered his teeth that wanted to puncture 
and drain me. He was holding himself back from biting down on 
the veins that had terror and unbidden lust racing through them 
just below the surface. He sucked hard, and unlike the playful nips 
he’d teased me with when Ollie had walked in on us, I could tell 
Von was bruising my skin. “Von, stop!” 

“No!” Mariang screamed and pounded on the roof of the trunk. 
“Danny! Danny! Help!” 


Twenty-Three. 
Pushed to the Limit 


D.... pulled the car over about a million years into 


the trip. When the trunk popped open, I choked on my 
relief in the moonlight. Mason ripped Von off of me and 
wrestled him to the ground with a look of “holy crap, 
this just got real” filling his wide slate eyes. Von’s teeth 
were bared and his arms swung out to snatch at me like 
a wild animal. 

Danny wasn’t a person I generally looked to for comfort, but 
when he lifted me out of the trunk, my face sweaty and my hands 
red from me clawing at them in the dark, I collapsed in his arms. 
He let out a noise of surprise that I was clinging to him, but I didn’t 
care. “Don’t make me go back in there!” I begged, gripping his 
brown t-shirt like a crazy person. “I can’t do it! Don’t make me! 
Ollie! I need my brother. Call Ollie!” 

Danny’s forced calm was the same soothing balm he used on 
Mariang, and I knew his arms around me were pulling the panic 
out. He was getting better at gently stripping away the layers, even 
though he hadn’t imprinted on me, but I could still feel the jolt as 
opposed to the slow trickle I experienced when Mason or Von 
pulled the stress from me. “Hey, it’s okay. Calm down.” 

My knees buckled, but Danny caught me before I hit the ground. 
“It's not okay! Itll never be okay!” I was beside myself, and 
completely immune to rational thinking. 


“Shh. Hey, I’m here,” Danny assured me, waiting until my 
frantic eyes met his. There was something hard in Danny’s gaze that 
didn’t know how to soften, but I could see him trying. “If I’m here, 
you don’t have to worry.” For a second, my confusion at his 
sweetness almost lulled me out of my panic. Almost. “We got 
enough of a head start. I told the guards I was going to pick up 
some food. I said it would be best for them to stay out of the house 
so you three could get some sleep. You can ride in the car for the 
rest of the trip. Just keep your head down.” 

“Thank you,” I breathed with great relief, the night air filling me 
with a smidgen of clarity. I smelled pine, and looked around the 
empty parking lot to find we were parked at a nine-to-five doctor’s 
office lit by a single street lamp half a block down the road. 

My knees felt like they’d lost the bones inside as I tried in vain 
to support my weight. Danny led me to the backseat and sat me 
down, examining my unnatural panic with his calculating stare. 
“Claustrophobia?” 

I nodded, wishing for a paper bag or something to calm my 
jumpy breathing. “I’m fine. Thanks for... Let’s just go.” 

“First let me look at you. Did Von bite you?” 

“No.” I don’t know why I covered my neck with my hand, as if 
Danny couldn’t see the obvious tell. I was embarrassed and scared, 
and wasn’t thinking clearly. “I scratched my hands open, and he 
smelled the blood. He 1-licked my h-hands a 1-little, but he c-c-c- 
controlled himself.” 

Danny tipped my chin up and pried my hand away from my 
throat, hissing when he took in the damage. “Bollocks. This one’s on 
me. I should never have locked you in a trunk with a vampire. Von 
always seems so normal until he’s pushed to his limit. This was my 
fault.” 

I turned from his inspection and reached for my travel first aid 
kit I saw poking out from under the passenger’s seat. I dropped it 
twice before I finally pulled it onto my lap, my nerves utterly shot 
and my pride obliterated. Tears fell down my cheeks without my 
permission, telling Danny more about my weak spots than I had the 
words for. “Let me fix this f-first. Then we can go.” 

Danny took the kit from me and bandaged up my trembling 
hands without a word, probably knowing that his acerbic 
personality would choose the wrong ones. 

“Did you know?” I asked through my hiccupping sobs. I tried to 


get a hold of myself, but the maggots still felt too near. “The 
hallucinations. Did you know Mason was s-seeing her when he k- 
kissed me?” 

Danny leaned closer to be sure he heard me right. “What? 
Seeing who? He told me he saw someone far in the distance on a 
beach, but he couldn’t tell who it was. Did you kiss again? I told 
him it was probably you.” 

I eyed Danny through my watery gaze to make sure he wasn’t 
lying to me. “You really don’t know?” 

“October, if you’re trying to tell me something, you’re doing a 
horrid job.” 

“Nothing. It’s nothing. I just wanted to know if you’ve been 
hiding things from me that I should know about.” I ground my teeth 
and closed my eyes. “I stored up a few days with all that extra 
reaping. Could I hop on a plane and go see Ollie?” 

Danny watched me closely. “No. You’ve got to take the sagrado 
stone to the nations before you can think about taking some time 
off. After that’s done, the burden on us will go down a bit. Then you 
can go on holiday and see your brother.” 

I bit my lower lip, debating between fight and flight. “Okay. Go 
help Mariang. I think I scared her.” 

Danny nodded, and went to pull from Mariang while Mason 
concentrated on pouring alternating containers of blood and honey 
down Von’s throat to satiate his hunger. Von was shoved back in 
the trunk when Danny ruled him unsafe to ride in the car with me. I 
almost offered to take Von’s place so he didn’t feel punished, but I 
knew the claustrophobia would eat away at me. 

“Mariang, would it be okay if I rode shotgun for a while? I’m not 
feeling so hot,” I worked out through my sucked up tears. I didn’t 
want to be anywhere near Mason. Or people. Or magical Terraway 
creatures. 

“Of course. Let’s go, Danny.” She slid into the backseat next to 
Mason and cuddled into his side so he could pull from her. She shut 
the door when Danny revved up the engine. 

I rolled the window all the way down. I kept my face near the 
opening like a dog to try and scoop in all the fresh air I could while 
Danny drove down the street towards the freeway. “You can keep 
the window down, but you can’t have your face visible like that. 
Pretty soon people will be looking for us, so stay low.” Danny’s tone 
wasn’t as harsh as it usually was when he was bossing me. He 


raised his hand between us. “Can I pull a little from you? You look 
on the verge of a nervous breakdown.” 

“No,” I ruled, scooting away from him. “Thanks, but no. I’m 
fine.” 

Mariang leaned forward in her seat, Danny’s brown cardigan 
covering the right side of her face to shield it from any onlookers. 
“What was that all about? That wasn’t normal claustrophobia. You 
were having a fit before Von lost his mind.” 

I shook my head, my face glistening with tears in the moonlight. 
“It was nothing. I think it’s normal not to like being stuffed in a 
trunk.” 

“Tt is, but that’s not it.” I could feel Mariang staring at the back 
of my head with her aqua eyes, gunning for the truth this time, 
unwilling to let me dodge it. “Tell me what happened to you.” 

I shook my head as silent tears flowed. These people were in 
now. They were stuck in my life deeper than the Do Not Pass Go 
sign I kept firmly in place to fend off conversations exactly like 
these. Danny intercepted my reach when I made to scratch the back 
of my right hand, so to compensate, I clawed at my leg through my 
pajama shorts on my right thigh. My nails skidded on my flesh to 
alleviate a little of the internal sting. “Just claustrophobia.” 

Mariang was a lot of things, but when she refused to drop it, I 
saw in her eyes the same thing that resonated in me: she was a 
fighter. Despite her slight frame and submissive behavior, she had a 
will that when kindled, would not bend. “We’re traveling together 
now. You climbed into the trunk without telling us you couldn’t 
handle tight spaces. You should’ve told us. What happened to you? 
Why do you always try to hurt yourself with your hands like that?” 

I closed my eyes and slumped down in my seat to hide from the 
world. “Because it doesn’t hurt. It makes it feel better.” 

“Makes what feel better?” 

I tapped my chest over my heart. “I’m fine. I just want to close 
my eyes and forget about it for a minute, okay?” 

“Mason, pull something from her,” Mariang instructed him, 
scooting to the side so he could reach me. “She’s falling to pieces.” 

I turned to snarl at his hand. “Touch me and [ll straight up 
punch you, Mason.” 

Mason hung his head. “October, I’m sorry. I lost my head. I 
didn’t mean to say those things.” 

“What things?” Danny asked, trying to keep up. 


“Nothing,” I answered, turning on my side away from them. 
“Before we came out of the bedroom, we kissed again, and I saw 


”? 


“Shut it, Mason! I don’t need my business spilled out all over the 
place. It didn’t happen, and it’ll never happen again, so forget about 
it. That’s what I plan on doing.” 

Danny watched my temper spike with confusion. “But you’re in 
love with her. October, Mason’s in love with you. That’s what it 
means when an Omen kisses someone, and they have 
hallucinations. You’re not there yet, but Mason saw the colors and 
sounds and all that, coupled with a hallucination. You only see 
those when you're in love.” 

I squinched my eyes shut. “I don’t think it works like that when 
the guy hallucinates about being with his wife when he’s supposed 
to be with you.” 

No one spoke for the rest of the car ride. All we heard were 
Von’s mournful wails coming from the trunk. 


Twenty-Four. 
Sleeping on the 
Floor 


ia booked us a room in a hotel not too far from 


Ezra’s house, ruling even the mansion as unsafe. He’d 
called Ezra on the way for us to meet him at the hotel to 
discuss what should be done with Lang’s spy and 
possible untrustworthy guards. 

The proper man let himself into our room with the key Danny 
had left at reception for him under a fake name. Ezra brought with 
him the backpack that held the sagrado stone. It had been stashed 
in his safe in the basement so no one would try and steal it from me 
again. The way that Ezra held it like a covetous treasure told me he 
was afraid to go anywhere without his eye on it. 

The men and Mariang spoke in hushed tones while I unrolled 
the cot I requested. There wasn’t any great place to put it, so I set it 
up between the two beds. There was no way I was sleeping with 
Mason anytime soon, and though I wasn’t upset with Von, I didn’t 
want him to slip again. 

Von sat on the bed while the others stood, staring at the drawn 
curtains, his back to us. He was part of the conversation, but not. 
He was upset with himself, even more so than Danny was, which I 
didn’t think possible. I felt for the guy, but didn’t have it in me to 
talk him off the ledge. I was perched on that same precarious 
precipice, and if I had the sanity to talk someone down, I’d use that 


magic on myself. 

I got off the cot after it was decided Ezra couldn’t leave to go to 
his home, since his mansion had been outfitted with guards as well. 
He called Lynna, who left the mansion to go stay with a friend in 
the area. I knew Ezra couldn’t fit on the queen bed with Von and 
Mason, especially since Mason was still having trouble transforming 
into his wolf counterpart. 

I grabbed a few towels and made myself a bed on the floor in 
the far corner of the room up against the locked door. I was so 
upset about the day that the prospect of feet germs was only a cup 
of despair to add to my bucket that had long since overflowed. I 
ignored Mason, Von and Ezra when they each offered to sleep on 
the floor in the sold-out hotel, clinging to the space I wouldn’t give 
up without a fight. I felt on the downward swing of a pretty 
significant low, and knew sleeping in a bed wouldn’t fix it. At least 
my sleeplessness could be explained away by the unforgiving floor 
with its barely there carpet that offered no cushion whatsoever. If I 
was on the floor, no one would touch me while I slept. 

Ezra was the only one with the guts to kneel down beside me 
and whisper an apology for all that had gone so wrong that night. 
Danny had filled him in on everything, which only added to my 
sweeping low. I didn’t want to open my mouth, lest more 
embarrassing blubbering spill out, so I simply nodded and closed 
my eyes. The backpack with the sagrado stone was slid into my 
arms for safekeeping, and I cuddled it like it was my teddy bear. 

It took a few false starts, but eventually I drifted off to sleep, 
finding Philip, my dream makeout buddy waiting for me on a desert 
island. His smile was genuine and spread across his handsome face, 
making his white-blond hair appear even lighter. “I was hoping 
you’d come here.” 

I didn’t say anything; I didn’t need to. I cleared the space 
between us and tugged him down by his bare shoulders, kissing him 
like I was meant to in a dream. 

After a few minutes, Philip pulled back with a breathless grin. 
“You missed me that much?” 

“So much.” I reached for him again, but he held up his hand to 
stop me. “What?” 

He traced my cheekbone, scrutinizing my face. “Tell me what’s 
wrong. You’re upset about something.” 

“Too many somethings.” Too much had happened for me to talk 


about. Too much was still swirling in confusion in real life. My 
fantasy life got to be pure fun and escape. “It’s nothing I want to 
relive in my dreams. Now kiss me, and make me forget it all.” 

Philip indulged me, though I could tell he wanted the foreplay 
of chit-chat. I wondered what it said about me that my dream guy 
was playing hard to get. My fingertips danced across his chest, 
playing and flirting and teasing as best I could so I didn’t have to 
think about Mason and the whole mess. There were no 
hallucinations here. No former wives to worry about. 

Philip let go of his resolve to get a conversation out of me and 
moaned softly into my mouth, tasting my tongue as his hands 
migrated to the swell of my backside. “Tell me where you are,” he 
demanded between kisses. 

“T’m here,” I whispered. “I’m here on the island with you.” 

Philip stopped, as if I’d said something exquisite. He held my 
face, turning what could have been an animalistic moment into 
something tender. “You don’t know how long I’ve waited to hear a 
woman say that to me.” 

“Shut up and kiss me.” 

He tried a few more prodding questions, but I put his mouth to 
use kissing him, which as it turned out, was what Philip did best. 


ae 


I AWOKE ABRUPTLY TO something wet dripping on my face. I 
wiped it away, but it was replaced by another drop, and another. 
When I finally was annoyed enough to open my eyes, a man I had 
not expected to see was towering over me. Dark brown skin, 
angular jawline, black eyes and a geometric face tattoo stared down 
at me. “Lang? What the crap?” 

“Tt’s time,” he whispered. “We’ve been patient long enough.” 
Before I had my wits about me, Prince Langgam scooped me and 
the backpack up in his muddy arms and flopped me down on the 
bed between Von and Mason. 

“No! Stop!” I cried, waking up the others. Danny was slow on 
the uptake, but Ezra leapt from his cot and rushed Lang. The mud 
prince stretched out his hands, touching Mason, Von and me just 
before Ezra crashed into him. 

On the first half of my scream, I was in the hotel. 

By the second, I was sucked under the ground and dumped in a 


pile of limbs under the light of the harsh morning suns of Terraway. 


Twenty-Five. 
Delicious Baga Root 


M., head swam as I tried to make sense of my 


surroundings. Prince Langgam’s rude awakening had yet 
to be addressed, falling in line behind assessing where 


the crap I was. 

I landed in the mud, which now coated my arms and half my 
bare legs. I shuddered, my OCD creeping through my bones and 
reminding me with a constant nagging poke that there was no soap 
or distilled water for me in Sakuna. There was no escape from the 
ick that seeped into my pores, taunting me with the knowledge that 
I would never be normal. 

I blinked around in the morning light, breathing through the 
mania that made me want to scream and wash my hands until they 
bled. I counted back from ten, telling myself with confidence that 
my bedroom was perfect, with no dirt or germs in it. If my bedroom 
was clean, then I could deal with the dirt that was inevitable 
outside my fortress. I blew my nerves out through pursed lips, 
reminding myself that my medication was still in my system, 
whereas the last time I’d been here, I’d been off it. 

There was mud everywhere, but through parts of the brown I 
saw a promise of green. New life was sprouting up here and there 
across the unending expanse of mud-soaked land, broken up only 
by clusters of rural huts. I even saw dozens of nourishing beige 
buhay shoots forcing their way through the muck. Though I knew it 
would take more than those to sustain Sakuna and keep them from 


dying off, it was a start. 

My bare foot sunk an inch into the mud when I stood, and I 
cringed at the slurpy ickiness that coated my knees and shins. No 
sooner was I on my feet did I get knocked over by the two battling 
bulls. Mason and Lang were on each other, with Mason being 
clearly stronger, but Lang used to fighting in such unhelpful terrain. 

“You dare take me from my bed in the dead of night?” Mason 
threw Lang onto the ground and punched him across the jaw. 

Lang grabbed a fistful of mud and slapped it into Mason’s eyes. 
“It’s time! We need the sagrado stone. We’ve been patient long 
enough. My people need help now!” 

“We were getting you help by building up the reaped souls!” 
Mason growled, not needing sight to punch Lang again. Prince 
Langgam of Sakuna was huge. He had dark brown skin, black 
feathery hair and muscles like The Rock. Lang took as many swings 
as he could get in on Mason, who was livid his sight was so 
compromised. Mason was Matruculan, which meant that Lang only 
had a handful of seconds before Mason overpowered him with his 
superhuman strength that came from his uncut dreads. 

Ezra pulled me back up and guided me away from the raging 
men. “Are you hurt?” 

“What the crap is going on? What just happened?” 

“Prince Langgam apparently didn’t want to wait. It looks like the 
mission to divide up your sagrado stone among the seven nations 
starts tonight.” 

“Six nations,” I corrected him. “You forget I’m a mass-murderer. 
Thanks to me, the Goblins don’t exist anymore.” I still couldn’t 
shake that, no matter how often Ezra tried to tell me it was all 
somehow kosher. 

Ezra looked around, and I watched as his tension deflated 
slightly. “Prince Langgam didn’t bring Mariang or Danny down 
here. That’s good. They’ll be safer up there. I know Danny will be 
sore he’s missing out, but my daughter’s not well enough for the 
journey.” 

Von came up behind us. His gym shorts and dark green t-shirt 
were spattered with mud, but somehow he looked like he was the 
model for the outfit, and it was supposed to come off the line 
looking exactly like that. He was the perfect magazine ad for a line 
of soccer apparel. He had a few dots of mud across his angular 
jawline, but it only made him more handsome. I don’t know how he 


did it. Maybe it was a vampire thing. We were all barefoot, and I 
was wearing the same purple cotton shorts and snug yellow t-shirt 
I’d gone to sleep in. 

Mason had Prince Langgam in a spine-twisting hold on the 
ground. I looked around at the land that was mud, covered in more 
mud. “Let them duke it out. I don’t much care. Can I just break off a 
piece of the stone now and put it anywhere?” 

“No, dear. We’ll keep the stone hidden as much as we can until 
we get to the castle. In the courtyard, there’s a well that feeds the 
people. We sink it down into the well, and the rock will forever 
cure the main supply of water of any imperfections. Then the crops 
will grow more easily and the water will remain safe for drinking as 
long as that stone is there.” Ezra pulled out a handkerchief from his 
pocket, but it was stained with mud. “Oh, sorry. I meant for you to 
be able to wipe off your face if you wanted, but it appears ’m 
useless.” 

“Aw, thanks. I’m alright. And that’s a pretty nifty little rock 
we've got, if can do all that.” 

“Hold tight, darling. I’ll port us all to the surface once Mason’s 
finished punishing Prince Langgam.” 

I tilted my head up at Ezra, ignoring the burn on the backs of 
my hands that longed to be scratched. “If we’re here, couldn’t we 
just finish the stone bit now? I mean, as fun as it is being abducted, 
I have a feeling it’ll stop once the nations each have their piece.” 

Ezra stared down at me with compassion and something that 
looked akin to pride. He stood straighter and rolled his shoulders 
back. “I think that’s a splendid idea.” 

“How far to the castle?” I grabbed the backpack out of the muck 
and cringed as I slid it onto my back. I knew one errant touch from 
the rock, and it would turn anyone but me into stone, so I made 
sure I was the one who carried it in the backpack, on the rare 
chance the bag ripped and it accidentally touched the carrier. 

“That’s the spirit,” Ezra cheered. “We can start out toward those 
mountains over to the north. Those two will catch up when they 
tire of deciding who will dominate this time around.” 

“Mason never tires of that battle. It’s constant,” Von groaned. 
“Shoes would have been nice. And you know Danny will be in a 
right state that he got left behind.” 

Ezra rubbed his forehead as he spoke. “Danny’s usually in a state 
over something. At least this time it’s a true fit he can throw.” I 


eyed Ezra appraisingly at having cast out a disparaging remark 
about the golden boy who guarded his daughter. He shrank 
noticeably. “Not that I don’t admire his judgment. I only meant this 
time I’m sure his upset will last quite long.” 

I started walking toward the mountains in the distance that 
seemed so small on the horizon. I began to wish for comic book 
hero powers to inhabit the magical creatures I traveled with. If only 
one of them could snap their fingers and sha-zam us there in a 
blink. “So none of you can teleport? I mean, Lang got us down here. 
Couldn’t he have gotten us a little closer?” 

Ezra was patient with my limited knowledge of all things 
unicorn. “Only royalty and certain high-ranking officials can port in 
and out of a country, and we always land in the same spot that 
welcomes newcomers. You always enter Sakuna right here, for 
example. The atmosphere’s easier to navigate Topside, so we can 
port anywhere on earth with more precision. Anyone who ports into 
Sakuna lands themselves right here in this spot of mud, though. But 
you can port out from anywhere in the land.” 

“Huh. Alright.” I didn’t look to see if the others were following 
me. I wanted to make good time, and knew the wrestling twins 
weren’t going to sort things out any time soon. I was barefoot, 
covered in mud, braless and in my pajamas. I pretty much wanted 
to get this first leg of the journey over with as soon as possible. I 
could drop part of my doorstop in the well in the castle courtyard 
and head on home. No big deal. 

I made it maybe twenty yards before my lungs started to 
complain that the oxygen felt too thick to drag into my prematurely 
tiring body. I remembered the last time Lang had abducted me, I’d 
lasted maybe twenty minutes before nearly passing out. I was a 
decent runner, but I knew I’d never make it to the mountain in 
time. “Oh, crap on a stick. Anyone find a solution to me not being 
able to breathe down here?” 

Ezra frowned and turned to the dueling bears, who were now 
completely covered in thick brown muck. “Gentlemen, if you'll 
excuse me a moment.” He tried to get their attention with his cutie 
pie British manners, but failed. Von clapped his hands and whistled, 
but Mason was intent on making Lang suffer for besting us. 

I shook my head and stomped over to the men, counting to five 
before the prison worker in me reared her mud-spattered head. I 
reached down and snatched at a pressure point on Mason’s shoulder 


and Lang’s, cutting their fight short. Or stopping it at intermission. 
They seemed pretty committed to the takedown that Mason had 
been clearly winning. 

“Ow! Ow! Stop!” they exclaimed, squirming like little boys as I 
twisted the nerve to leave a sting I knew would last at least a 
minute. 

I had them both on their knees in front of me with all the 
practiced patience of a kindergarten teacher. “Boys, does anyone 
have a plan for me breathing down here? Not that I don’t love 
watching Lang try to kick your butt, Mason. And not that I don’t 
love watching Mason humiliate you on your own turf, Lang. But 
see, over the years I’ve developed this terrible addiction to 
breathing.” 

Lang shook off my hand and rubbed the sore spot between his 
neck and his shoulder. “ve got the baga root. I thought of 
everything this time.” 

I reached my hand under his chin, relishing the small window 
where I had an advantage on his gargantuan height. Lang looked 
like The Rock, but meaner. The Rock had that sweetie pie 
adorableness that got him occasionally cast in kids’ movies. Lang 
possessed no such softness. I thumbed his face tattoo, surprised he 
let me play with his skin without a fight as he knelt before me. 
“You took me without my shoes, a change of clothes or even 
checking that a full stock of souls was stored up. Not that I don’t 
appreciate you wanting to help your people, but darlin’, you didn’t 
think this plan through.” 

Lang didn’t apologize. His eyes darkened with gravity that fell 
like a gavel of doom. “Father made good on his word.” 

It took me a solid three seconds before it clicked what Lang 
meant. My intake of breath probably wasn’t wise, given the 
rationing I would soon have to do with my oxygen, but it was 
involuntary. “He made the pregnant women give up their babies? 
When? But I’ve been reaping overtime! I made sure there were 
enough souls so that wouldn’t have to happen!” 

“It was already in motion. Father ground up patayin root and 
threw it into the river. All the pregnant women lost their young.” 

Ezra and Von both gasped, their hands covering their mouths. 

Lang pressed on. “Next will be the prisoners if another drought 
happens. There’s no waiting anymore. Father said he’d kill everyone 
in his prison on the first day the suns waver this time.” 


“Then the elderly,” I recalled, finishing his thought for him as I 
ignored the angry growl from Mason. “Gerda. She’ll die if I drop the 
ball.” I softened as I glimpsed the note of fear in Lang’s black eyes 
as he nodded. It was then that I saw that he wasn’t trying to be a 
monster by taking me in the middle of the night. He was desperate 
for help. He loved the old woman who softened him and looked 
after him well into adulthood. She’d been kind to me, too. “You’re 
scared for her.” 

“Yes. That’s why I couldn’t wait any longer. When Titus 
attacked, I knew I had to take you first before anyone else did. We 
need that stone. I won’t let her die.” Lang leaned into my touch, 
looking up at me with suddenly earnest black eyes that had more 
vulnerability than I’d anticipated. “I waited until you had at least a 
week’s worth of souls. That’s more than enough time for you to 
deliver the sagrado piece to my land.” 

“A week doesn’t mean a thing if I can’t breathe.” 

Mason stood and watched me thumb the prince’s chin with a 
firm look of dismay tugging down the corners of his mouth into his 
muddy beard. “October, what you’re doing is inappropriate. He’s a 
prince, and things are quite different between men and women 
down here.” 

“You don’t talk to me,” I said quietly, reminding him he didn’t 
have a leg to stand on with me. I'd trusted Mason, let my guard 
down enough to sleep in his arms, allowed him to sleep in mine. He 
was the second man I’d ever kissed, and he used the rare 
hallucinogenic effect that kissing an Omen has on a civilian of 
Terraway to see his long deceased wife. I’m not sure how many 
levels that was allowed to hurt me on, but ’m guessing nine levels 
of pain wasn’t too many for the sting to still feel fresh. 

“She can do with me what she wants, if only she’ll save my 
people.” Lang was sincere, which softened me further. It was 
getting difficult to breathe, but I spent a few seconds watching his 
face for signs of falsity. I was generally pretty good at spotting 
blatant lies. “Please, Lady October. I can’t take you back until my 
people are safe. We need this.” 

I’m not sure why it made me feel powerful to make a man 
behave like a boy, but when Lang’s hand covered mine as he looked 
up into my eyes, I found I couldn’t maintain my anger. I knew I 
could either throw a fit that he’d acted impulsively, or I could suck 
it up. 


Guess what I’m the queen of. 

“On your feet, soldiers,” I said as I flicked Lang’s earlobe, 
releasing us both from the almost moment. When Lang stood, his 
six and a half feet of towering half-naked muscle made my bossiness 
laughable, but I went with it anyway. “Let’s move it, boys.” 

Lang pulled a gnarled piece of ginger out of his pocket and 
extended his filthy hand to me. “Here. Eat this, and you’ll be able to 
breathe for about a day. I’ve got more than enough for the journey.” 

“Oh, cool. Thanks. How do I... Do I peel it? Doesn’t anyone have 
any water to wash it off with?” The pocket lint and mud and who 
knows what other kinds of germs were crawling all over the thumb- 
sized bit of root I was expected to put in my mouth. 

Von gave me a you-can-do-it look complete with a thumbs up. 
“You just shove it down the hatch, love. We don’t have any water 
on us.” 

I shot him a look that begged him to be joking, but I knew this 
was par for the course. My OCD was being tested left and right, and 
I knew I couldn’t punk out with all eyes on me. It was a tough call 
which one would win out: my OCD or my need to breathe. 

Von moved toward me and held his hand out for the root, 
careful not to touch me. He’d been avoiding me since he’d tasted 
my blood last night and attacked. I wasn’t mad, but I had a 
healthier fear of him now. I'd been sleeping with a kitten who 
turned out to be a tiger instead. He’d told me he was a tiger. I don’t 
know why I hadn’t believed him. 

Von wiped off some of the dirt, trying his best to clean the root 
for me. “Better?” he asked as he handed me the thing that would 
save my life down here. 

I guess beggars can’t be choosers, but we can be wusses. A quiet 
whimper was the only sound that made it out of me when I choked 
down the root. It was squishy and spongy, like overchewed gum 
when I bit through the center. It tasted like licorice mixed with a 
piercing lemon rind that made my eyes water as I choked. “Ack! 
That’s terrible! Oh!” I stuck out my tongue like a cat hoarking up a 
fur ball. 

The germs infested my insides, flooding through me like a 
thousand ants that wanted to lay eggs in my organs. It was one of 
the few times I actually wanted a Puller, but neither of mine could 
be trusted. 

Instead, I reached for Ezra, gripping his forearm in distress to 


keep from screaming and clawing at my body. The sweet man drew 
me into a hug I couldn’t participate in, but desperately needed. It 
wasn’t quite the same magic as pulling, but Ezra’s kindness did its 
best to flush the impurities out of my system, chasing away the 
plague of ants and replacing it with a fatherly affection I’d tried 
never to need. “You’re safe with me,” he promised, not taking 
offense that I couldn’t bring myself to hug him back. 

It took more than a few seconds, but eventually I nodded. 
“Thank you.” 

Lang broke into the moment of much-needed serenity with a 
loud, “Are we ready, then?” 

I pulled away from Ezra, unable to look him in the eye after 
being such a baby in his embrace. “Okay, let’s go quick. If we can 
get there in a day, then I won’t have to eat any more of that stuff. 
Oh, man! Gross.” I turned sheepishly to Lang. “I mean, thanks for 
thinking of that. Real nice of you.” 

“Of course.” 

It took a few minutes, but as we trekked on I found I could 
breathe normally again. Ezra and Mason were deep in a 
conversation about the best way to sink the rock into the well, 
debating between dropping it in under cover of night and making a 
big announcement in the daylight. 

“If they don’t know it’s there, no one will try to find it.” 

“But then we’re tossing a needle into a haystack. What if 
something happens to it?” 

Mason shrugged. “I think there’s less a chance of that if we let it 
sink in the well with no one trying to uncover it.” 

We weren’t making great time, so I picked up the pace. The rock 
in my backpack dug against my lower back, but I tried to ignore the 
discomfort as I trudged through the sticky and slippery surface. No 
sooner had I skidded and caught myself did Von’s arms go flailing 
out as he slipped in the mud. “I gotcha!” I cried as my hands went 
to his hips, steadying him just before he fell. 

“Whew! Thanks, Peach.” He grinned at me and then caught 
himself, looking away as he recalled his shame. 

“Hey, Von?” 

“Yeah?” He walked a healthy distance from me as we took up 
the lead position in the group, setting the brisk pace. 

“We’re okay, you know. I mean, as far as ’m concerned. We’re 
cool.” 


His voice quieted so as not to be overheard by Ezra. “How can 
you say that? I nearly killed you!” 

“But you didn’t. If you had killed me, I would’ve flipped out on 
you. I would’ve haunted you right good. Turned out the lights when 
you’re reading, levitate your breakfast, freeze your boxer briefs — 
the works.” I blushed at mentioning the specific kind of underwear 
he preferred. I wasn’t sure how I felt about the fact that I knew such 
intimate things about Von. 

“My evil little ghoul,” he sniggered, tiptoeing back into our 
casual back and forth that neither of us wanted to go the whole 
journey without. “Are you sure? I know I scared you. I completely 
understand if you want Mason to pull from you for a while until 
you’re not so frightened of me. I’m really fine now. It’s just the fresh 
human blood that unhinges me. So if you could try not to make 
yourself bleed and smell like a delicious Christmas feast, I’d be 
grateful.” 

“Tl do my best to smell like an old can of tuna.” 

“Oh, you. Save the sexy talk for when we’re alone next. I can’t 
take your slutty little come hithers.” 

I laughed, and the emotion mingled with the movement of my 
chest and felt just right. I didn’t like being too serious for long. Von 
was my sexy platonic buddy who was always good for a laugh. 
“That’s much better. I don’t like it when we’re at odds. Much better 
when we’re just being odd together.” 

He tossed me a look that was relief mixed with sincerity. “I 
really am sorry, November. I lost control, but I’m good now.” 

I lowered my voice when he moved closer. “I don’t want Mason 
pulling from me today. I need some time to bounce back from what 
happened. Apparently I’d rather be killed by you than used by 
him.” 

Von reached his arm around me and squeezed my shoulder, 
securing me to his side so we walked in step. He was half a foot 
taller than me, but somehow we fit like pie and ice cream. 

I felt Von pull, sighing as he let a little of the air out of my stress 
balloon. 


Twenty-Six. 
Bruised Peach 


4 T 
here’s a river up ahead for those of you in need 


of a cool-off.” Lang pointed to the small body of water in 
between a series of huts in the distance and a sparse 
forest butting up against the slow trickle that ran over 
rocks and logs. 

We were all sweating through the heat of the day. We’d tried to 
keep to the fringes of the land so we wouldn’t be stopped by Lang’s 
adoring fans. He was well-liked throughout his father’s nation, and 
was the only one from the royal family of Sakuna who lived among 
the people and took up their cause before the king. Hometown hero 
stuff, for sure. 

“Be careful not to drink,” Lang warned us. “This water’s not 
safe, especially to outsiders. Bathing only.” 

That put up my red flag. I was now already more than half a day 
without my medication that kept my crazy at bay. Dipping into a 
polluted river was just plain outside the realm of possibility for me. 
I was hot from their two fireball suns that glowed with blue tongues 
overhead. The humidity was all-encompassing. It felt like the most 
murderous, sticky summer day, and I really wished for an egg to see 
if it would fry on one of the rocks. I was also pretty hungry, so I 
wished for an egg just to eat, too. 

Egg salad on rye. 

Fried egg on toast with Mama McCray’s homemade strawberry 


rhubarb jam. 

A poached egg with warm grits. 

My stomach groaned, begging me to think of something else. 

Eggs, eggs, eggs. 

I watched the men wade into the river up to their chins at the 
deepest point in the middle. I sat on the embankment, trying to 
pretend I didn’t need to cool down or get some of the mud off me. 

“October Grace, are you alright?” Ezra asked, his kind manner 
always confusing me. He was engaged to Bev, so I kept trying to 
shift him into the role of father in my life, but the concept was so 
foreign to me; I didn’t quite know how to shove the puzzle piece 
into the gaping hole I’d grown up having to ignore. 

“Tm fine. I don’t mind a little mud.” At my response, Mason 
waded toward me, but I held up my hand. “You go enjoy yourself. I 
said I’m fine.” 

“Yow’re being stubborn.” 

I shrugged. “I think I’ve earned the right to speak my mind and 
not give a flying pig what you think about it.” 

“Is something wrong with our waters?” Lang asked, slightly 
miffed that I was acting like a spoiled princess. 

“Ts that a trick question? You just told us they weren’t safe to 
drink from.” I didn’t mean to be a snob; I just couldn’t will my feet 
to move me closer into the river. I could feel the amoebas inching 
toward me, wanting to seep into my crevices and infect me with 
their alien germs I wouldn’t know how to treat. Plus, I didn’t know 
how to swim, and it looked pretty deep in the middle. 

Von came out of the water, shirtless, clean and grinning like the 
fool I couldn’t help but smile at. He extended his hand to me. “Let’s 
go get that mountain, November.” I took his hand so I didn’t look 
rude, and felt him shoot waves of tranquility into me, calming my 
anxiety that always came with shaking someone’s hand. He hoisted 
me to my feet, but before I could grab my backpack off the muddy 
surface, he surprised me by using the upward momentum to pull me 
off the ground and throw me over his shoulder. “Change of plans!” 

“Von! Put me down!” I squeaked, my protest only just barely 
heard before he threw me into the river. I landed with a splash 
between Ezra and Lang. 

I screamed under the water until I found my footing. I popped 
my head out of the water with a murderous glare that was quickly 
replaced by sheer panic. I tried to run out of the river to escape the 


germs that were now stuck to me, but Von met me halfway, 
tackling me backward and plunging us both under. I felt him grab 
my waist and hit me with another dose of calm-the-crap-down. This 
time when I surfaced, I clung to him. I wasn’t sure what he could do 
to ward off the germs, but hoped in my desperation that he 
provided some sort of magical anti-microbial protection. “I can’t do 
this! I can’t swim!” I whispered, chattering against him. The water 
wasn’t even all that cold probably, but the extreme heat of the day 
made the normal temperature of the water feel like a much needed 
bucket of ice. 

Von held me, smiling with his “Of course I can throw people 
into the river. I’m charming” kind of grin. He squeezed me to him 
until I finally let go of the tight hold I had on my body. He chuckled 
when I rested my cheek on his shoulder, my trembling hand 
clinging to his bare chest. “I bet you can learn to swim. I bet you 
can do all sorts of things you never thought you could.” 

I didn’t care about decorum; it was Von. My legs and arms were 
wrapped tight around him as I whispered, “Von, my medication’s 
back with all our stuff in my world. I can hold out a little longer, 
but in a day or so I won’t be doing so hot.” 

“You want me to stay close? Be your own personal drug?” 

I nodded, hating myself for the weakness, but I knew I needed to 
say something. “Thanks. Don’t say anything to the others, okay?” 

“Tt’ll be our secret. Though Mason knows all about it. ’m sure 
Ezra’s been filled in by good old Danny, the lousy snitch.” He shook 
his head in feigned disappointment at his brother. “So really you 
don’t need to worry about them finding out your secret. And if you 
can think about forgiving Mason, we can do a double pull, and it’ll 
make you feel that much better.” 

“No. I don’t need Mason. He’ll just stress me out. Only you, if 
that’s okay. Just until we get home.” I was buoyant in his arms, 
despite the fact that my soul felt weighted. 

“Well, my little peach, it looks like we just became one of those 
couples who can’t get through life without holding hands.” He pried 
my wrist off his chest and linked his fingers through mine, resting 
our tangled hands over his heart. Every now and then I had to 
remind myself that Von didn’t want me. He was a hopeless flirt 
who’d slept with my friend Katrina the first night he’d met her, not 
half an hour after charming my friend Rachel nice and good. I’d 
been quarantined to friend zone, which was fine. I had enough 


drama without indulging in fantasies that would never come true. 

“Thanks, Von. You’re a good buddy.” 

“T’ve been called worse.” 

A small splashing nearby made me look up to see Ezra 
swimming toward us with his eyebrows furrowed. “October Grace, 
what is... Oh! Oh, darling!” 

“What?” I was confused when Von dropped my hand and gasped 
in disgust. “Why are you looking at me like that?” 

“Your neck! I’m a monster. If there was any doubt before, there 
certainly isn’t now. I’m sorry.” Von looked sick to his stomach, hurt 
lacing through his sudden melancholy that tugged at my heart. “I 
bruised my peach.” 

“What gives?” 

Ezra showed me his hands to prove their innocence before 
lifting my chin so he could get a better look at my throat. “It 
doesn’t look like he broke the skin, but darling, you’ve got bruises 
all over your neck. I mean, it looks like you’ve been beaten and 
choked. I guess I didn’t see it because of all the mud, but oh, it’s 
dreadful.” 

Von started wading closer to the edge, making sure my feet 
could touch the ground. Then he dropped me and all but ran for the 
shore. 

Of course I couldn’t look down to see my own neck. “Huh. Well, 
it doesn’t hurt. Von controlled himself, so no one needs to make a 
big deal about it.” I raised my voice to carry to my favorite vampire 
who was standing at the water’s edge, visibly hating himself. “You 
hear that, Von? Nothing happened, so let it go.” 

“How can you say that? I nearly killed you! If Danny hadn’t 
pulled me off you, I wouldn’t have been able to stop.” 

I waded toward him until the water only lapped at my ankles. 
“Tt’s enough. You did great. You got ahold of yourself in time.” 

Von’s mismatched eyes conveyed a multitude of emotions that 
soaked into my pores to tell me just how devastated he was over 
this, though he couldn’t meet my gaze. “Monsters are dangerous. I 
am dangerous. You need to understand that.” 

I tried to push out all other thoughts, ignoring our audience as I 
grabbed his face and pulled it down so he’d have to look at me. In 
his self-loathing, he closed his eyes. I brought his forehead to rest 
against mine, inhaling the sweet cigar scent that I was learning to 
grow a fondness for. “You are not a monster, Von. In the next life, 


you can be a monster all you like. You can have three heads, horns 
and forked tail. You can take out whole villages with your fire 
breath if you want.” I took a chance with my daring, reached up 
and pecked his lips. I was aware of the fangs lurking beneath, but I 
had to show both of us that Von could be trusted to master the 
dangerous weapon that he was. My whisper came out fierce as I 
squeezed my palms to his temples. “But in this life, you don’t 
destroy things. In this life, you heal me.” 

The hug that gripped me was aggressive and desperate, crushing 
me to him so tightly, it squeezed a little of the air from my lungs. 
His strong forearms constricted around me, saying more than words 
could. I felt his heartbeat and knew that he’d just needed someone 
to believe in him. He’d needed Ezra to give him a job, purpose, to 
believe that he’d be able to hold on and remain himself for another 
month, and another. His lips brushed my ear, making goosebumps 
erupt on the back of my neck when he whispered, “I adore you.” It 
wasn’t a flirt or a statement, but a pledge that tied us more firmly 
together while we figured life out. “Never ever leave me, 
November.” 

“Never,” I promised. 

We held each other until the others had their fill of bathing in 
the river. Ezra cleared his throat to snap us out of our moment I 
could’ve lived in forever. “Perhaps it’s time to return to our journey, 
yeah?” 

Though Von’s casual demeanor was dampened after he’d seen 
my bruises, we linked our fingers as we started walking toward the 
mountains again. I knew he was pulling stress from me, but I like to 
think our solidarity was taking a little unease off his plate, as well. 


Twenty-Seven. 
Sacrifice and Self- 
Loathing 


M.... walked behind us, and I felt his eyes on me 


as Von and I led the way with our brisk pace. My sun- 
drying shorts hung low on my hips, and the mud caked 
my bare feet and calves as evening neared. 

Lang was our tour guide, so when he spoke, our splinters of 
conversation died down. “The curfew will be in effect soon, but no 
need to worry. The sigbins know not to attack members of the royal 
family.” Lang looked overhead to the setting balls of fire in the sky. 
“Feel that? The heat’s already more bearable. The sagrado’s only 
been in our nation less than a day, and the sun’s responding. 
Tomorrow will be more tolerable for the workers. Soon children 
will be able to play outside again. The crops won’t be scorched as 
soon as they’re ready for picking. This is good. This is real good.” 

I had my debates about the sun being bearable. It looked to be 
around six o’clock in the evening here, and judging from the sweat 
rolling down my bruised back from the doorstop banging against 
me with every step, the temperature was dipping down to just 
under a hundred degrees. “You know what makes me look so hot?” 
I asked Von in a faux breathy voice to exaggerate some good old 
sexy talk. 

Von raised an eyebrow at me. “I want to say your ample breasts, 
but I’m thinking I’m not allowed to guess that without getting 


slapped.” 

I pointed north. “The two suns, goof. Because they’re hot. I can 
actually feel the sweat running down my back.” 

“So I’m not allowed to talk about your breasts, then? No fun.” 

“Not unless I’m allowed to motorboat you later.” 

Von let out a loud laugh that lightened the moods of everyone, 
though no one else knew the details of our conversation, thank 
goodness. He squeezed my hand, and despite the heat, we walked 
close, enjoying the friendship that was starting to feel familiar and 
true. Von’s smile mutated to confusion. “I hear something. A 
pounding, sort of. Give it a second for you less brilliant folk to pick 
up on it.” 

“T hear it, too,” Mason concurred. 

I strained to hear anything different, but all I got were the bugs 
that buzzed and chirped in the air around us. They’d given us a 
wide berth on Lang’s command, but it was all still pretty unnerving. 

Lang sniffed the air, his frown becoming more pronounced as he 
pointed to a group of men far off in the distance. “Something’s 
wrong. Those are my father’s men, but they’re not scheduled to do 
any rounds in this area tonight.” He pointed to a cluster of soldiers 
running in our direction, his eyebrows pushed together in alarm. He 
pressed his muddied hand to my shoulder. “Lady October, run with 
your Reapers to the huts and find shelter until the soldiers pass. 
Ezra and I can speak with the head of the guard back in his home to 
get their marching path for the next day, so we don’t come across 
them again on our way to the main city. Hide in the village until I 
come for you. You can trust the people here. They’ll take care of 
you.” His eyes clouded over. “But not with Gerda. Anyone’s hut but 
hers.” 

I knew he didn’t want Gerda brought into anything seedy. 
“Splitting up? Are you sure that’s a good idea?” I wasn’t a fan of 
anything that took me away from my guide who had the backstage 
pass to Sakuna. 

“Tt’s our only choice. We'll meet you at the base of the mountain 
over there. Once the troops pass this area by, you can head that 
way.” His lips tightened when he examined his hand and slowly slid 
the gold ring off his finger. He gripped my wrist and turned my 
arm, pressing his ring into my palm and closing my fingers over it. 
“Show the people in the village this, and they’ll hide you without 
question. It’s my signet ring.” He looked hesitant, as if he didn’t 


want to loan me so grand a thing. “Don’t lose that.” 

“Okay. Thanks, but are you sure...” 

Lang ignored my pause and reached out to shake Von’s free 
hand like a warning. “Keep her safe.” 

“You don’t have to worry.” Von postured, looking heroic and 
strong. Lang shook Mason’s hand in the same fashion, though 
Mason was used to being seen as big and strong, so he didn’t puff 
his chest at the recognition of being entrusted with something big. 

Though I wasn’t totally understanding of everything that was 
going on, I ran with Von and Mason to the cluster of huts inland, 
clutching Lang’s ring tight, since it was too big to fit around my 
fingers. 

We passed the first few huts and ducked into one that had the 
door open, scaring the two women inside. They shrieked when we 
entered without knocking, like only entitled buttholes do. I felt 
terrible. The two women had the same sun-browned skin, were 
bone thin and had been weaving baskets together before our super 
rude intrusion. 

“Apologies, ladies. ’m Mason of Sombi. I’m traveling with the 
new Omen.” Their gasps broke out at his title, and doubled at 
mention of me. I didn’t know what to do, so I waved lamely, 
making Von chuckle under his breath. Mason was in full take 
charge mode, which was good, since I had no idea how to navigate 
the politics of this country. “She’s here to free your people from the 
famine, but we need to stay hidden until the soldiers pass. Can we 
hide with you in here?” 

To sway them, I opened my fist and displayed Lang’s ring, 
eliciting a gasp from them. I slid it onto my thumb. Though it was 
very loose, I closed my fist and hoped it would stay in place. 

One of the two with a baggier shapeless shift on her bony frame 
stood. “Of course. Any enemy of the king is a friend of mine.” 

Without warning, Gerda and a teenaged boy let themselves 
inside. “You have to hide!” Gerda warned us. Her wide hair shone 
like snow against her wrinkled brown skin. “The soldiers are 
coming. They’re not just checking the area for extra buhay, they’re 
coming into each hut to do a search to see if anyone’s hoarding it.” 

The boy’s eyes fell on me with wonder and worry. “If they find 
the Omen here, they’ll take her in for sure!” 

Gerda closed the distance between us, scooping up my hands to 
examine Lang’s ring on my thumb. “My boy. Is he alright? I saw 


you coming to the village. Where is he?” 

I tried to be a grownup and not pull my hands from hers. I even 
went so far as to give her fingers a squeeze to reassure her. 
“Langgam’s gone to talk to the head of the guard. He sent me to 
hide in here.” 

Mason postured, and then looked in my direction as if deciding 
something. “It’s too risky to have you holding onto the stone, 
October. If Geon’s men capture you, you’ll be delivering the stone 
right into his hands. You trust this woman?” 

I looked to Gerda, meeting her kind eyes. “Lang does. That’s 
enough for me.” 

Mason slid the backpack off of me, not missing a beat. He met 
Gerda’s eyes. “Whatever you do, don’t open this. Inside is the 
sagrado stone. The king can’t know it’s in Sakuna, or the rest of 
Terraway will suffer. It’s our job to make sure that doesn’t happen.” 
He motioned between himself and the teen, making the young man 
stand taller with pride at being given such a magnificent goal. “This 
is a grand quest. Can I trust you to help Gerda with this?” 

The teen’s eyes steeled and his spine straightened. “On my 
honor, King Mason.” 

The corner of Mason’s mouth lifted slightly that some people 
still acknowledged his former title. “Very well. Take this to Prince 
Langgam. He’s on his way to the Captain of the Guard’s home, and 
you must reach him before he gets there. He’ll know what to do 
with it. He’s the only one you can trust. Unless you see King Ezra 
Manaul. He can be trusted, too.” 

“Sama,” the boy said with fear in his bugged eyes. 

Gerda clarified. “We’ve heard rumors that Sama’s army is on its 
way to Sakuna to deliver rations. If Sama’s men see the new Omen, 
they’ll kill her for certain! It’s why King Geon’s men are doing a 
search of each hut for extra buhay. He’s going to destroy it all so we 
have no choice but to take Sama’s rations. It was one of Sama’s 
requirements for taking his help. Total surrender.” 

The muscles in Mason’s neck tightened. “So it’s already decided, 
then? King Geon’s sided with Sama?” 

The boy nodded gravely. “If they find the Omen, they'll take her 
and offer her up to Sama.” His eyes darted to me in silent apology. 
“If she can’t reap, then Terraway will be completely dependent on 
Sama and his rations. Then he’s got us under his thumb, where he 
wants us.” 


My blood ran cold at mention of the jaggoff who wanted to keep 
Terraway from being cured so he could have the control. Some of 
the countries already flocked to him for rations. Now that they 
might not need to? Sama wanted to get his hands on some October 
Grace ribs right quick so he could get back behind the steering 
wheel. “Where can we hide?” 

The women looked around their completely bare hut that had no 
closets or beds to duck under. Their straw mattress was on the mud 
floor. Mason’s fists clenched. “I can defend the hut. Ladies, maybe 
you should take up in a neighboring home so you aren’t 
accomplices.” 

The woman with the baggier shift stood, determination mingling 
with malice in her black eyes. “I'll gladly fight with you. King Geon 
forced the patayin root on me, poisoning the water so we’d lose our 
young.” She rubbed her flat belly. “He took my baby from me, so 
Pll help you take a few men from him with a knife in my hand and 
a smile on my face.” She reached under the bed and pulled out a 
knife with a crooked blade. It looked ripe for a horror movie, and 
girlfriend looked all kinds of heroic. She had high cheekbones and 
that vicious kind of tenacity in her glare that made you believe she 
was ruthless and capable of destroying an army, even though she 
was all skin and bones. Though life had stolen from her, she wasn’t 
going to be defeated. Her brown face radiated with unparalleled 
beauty. She extended her wiry hand to me. “T’ll not give you my 
real name, in case you’re captured, but you can call me Malisiya. 
And this is my sister; you can call her Higanti.” 

Higanti nodded to us with unwavering determination. She rolled 
her shoulders back as if her hut was a fortress, and she wouldn’t see 
it ransacked without a fight. 

I moved toward the teen boy. He was gangly from 
malnourishment, but still had two inches on me. His teeth poked 
out at odd angles, and he looked down on me with reverence that 
was tainted with a little fear for my safety. “This is it for Sakuna, 
then. It all rests on you getting this backpack to Prince Langgam. 
What’s your name?” 

Gerda shook her head. “We'll find you when this is over. It’s best 
you don’t know the boy’s real name, or his mother’s or aunt’s. If 
they capture you, they’ll kill anyone who helped you. Best they 
can’t torture the boy’s name out of you.” 

I gulped, suddenly grasping the severity of my plight. “Um, 


okay. That’s fair. And totally horrifying.” I clung to Von’s hand, and 
he made a show of standing straight and donning a breezy smile so 
I didn’t freak out. I couldn’t believe his calm confidence was 
actually starting to work on me. 

Higanti moved the baskets to the side and took another knife 
from behind the water basin that sat in the corner of the barren 
home. “Son, gather the women. Tell them it’s time.” 

The boy’s eyes widened. “Yes, Mama.” Then he engulfed his 
mother in a tight hug of desperation. “In case we’re killed today, Pll 
see you in Sombi.” 

I hadn’t been witness to many teen boys hugging their mothers, 
and realized what a sacred sight it was. Judge, Darius and Terence 
had hugged Mama McCray plenty of times, and I’d always felt like 
I’d been watching an episode of the Brady Bunch. I’d walked away 
feeling warm, fuzzy and wishing that kind of utter acceptance could 
happen to me. 

Ollie and Bev had never hugged in living memory. 

I could see the connection between the two in the hut, and 
wondered if they were so close because they had no clutter or junk 
between them in the barren space. Perhaps if Bev had cleared out 
some of her treasures, she could’ve seen the real stack of gold in 
Ollie. I made a mental note to learn to be a better hugger by the 
time I saw him next. I swallowed and wrapped my arms around 
Von’s middle, knowing he’d let me practice on him any old day. 
Von was good like that. 

Von leaned his cheek on the top of my head, whispering his 
assurances that everything would be alright, because he was there. 
“Who could possibly snatch you up while I’m looking all dashing 
and fearsome? I’m here, darling,” he vowed. 

“T was just going to say the same thing to you.” I wanted to hide 
in the safety of Von’s embrace, to lose my worries completely and 
tuck my fears under a rock so I could run far, far away without the 
weariness of my many burdens. 

“T love you, my boy,” Higanti whispered through her tears to her 
son. “Now go tell the women to prepare. The soldiers are on their 
way. They'll not take our food or our Omen.” The boy ran next to 
Gerda with the backpack, and we all watched their escape to make 
sure no one intercepted them along the way. 

I rubbed my forehead into Von’s chest that was warm and 
inviting before pulling away so I could address both guys. “Okay, 


Von? Mason? We can’t hide here. Obviously we can’t get these 
women killed.” 

“What life do you think this is for them?” Mason countered with 
a snarl. “Their biggest hope is to meet as undead so I can bury them 
in Sombi. King Geon should know better than to take the babies 
from the women of his land. He should know better than to 
surrender to Sama. He has a fight coming to him, and I'll see to it I 
lead the people of Sakuna in their rebellion.” 

Higanti stood tall. “I’ll stand with my sister. King Geon’s spilled 
enough of our blood. He’ll not take another from our home. I know 
your quality, King Mason of Hayop. You take care of the dead who 
roam to Sombi.” Her eyes steeled against the sadness that rose up in 
her. “My husband died a few months ago in an accident at the fire 
pits. The only hope I have for his eternal rest is that maybe you 
found him and gave him a proper burial. He died and turned before 
I could collect his body. My sword is yours. The other women will 
come.” 

Mason looked like he wanted to argue at involving two skeletal 
women in his small battalion, but he nodded with gratitude. “Thank 
you, ladies. I’m Matruculan, so I hope your swords get no use at all. 
You can help by protecting the Omen. Von and IJ are her Reapers, so 
he’ll stay with her while I fight.” 

Malisiya gasped when she noticed Von’s one gold eye. 
“Vampire!” Then she examined Von more closely, no doubt taking 
in that he was sentient and you know, not rabidly attacking 
everyone for their blood. “Oh, but you’ve not transitioned. You 
stand there like a normal member of Terraway and haven’t attacked 
anyone here.” Her eyes migrated from his gold eye to the piercing 
blue, and then to the bruises on my neck. “The fate of our Omen 
rests in the hands of a half-vampire? We’re all doomed!” 

Higanti’s eyes glinted toward the door. “All the more reason to 
fight to the death today, sister.” 

“I’m resisting the transition,” Von assured them. “So the less she 
bleeds, the better. Really, I think that’s a good rule of thumb for an 
Omen even if I wasn’t a vampire.” 

I moved my body in front of my vampire to shield him from 
their scrutiny. They had every right to be wary of Von, but my 
stubborn streak rose up in me all the same, indignant that anyone 
would look down on my BFF. “Von’s incredible. Have you ever 
known someone to resist the transition for months? Von’s lasted 


almost a year, and he’s done it beautifully. If I die, it won’t be 
because of him.” When Von’s arm wrapped around my middle, I 
draped my hand over his, our fingers entwining. 

“You love me,” Von remarked, as though he was shocked 
anyone was capable of adoring him. 

I wished he hadn’t put so blatant a label on it, but there it was, 
reddening my cheeks and making me cringe. “Yeah, yeah. Shut up 
about it.” 

I could tell Malisiya’s lost baby was still a fire in her soul as she 
turned to Von and shook her head. “There’s bound to be a 
bloodbath tonight, so drink your fill of the dead. Leave the Omen 
untouched.” 

Higanti clutched her neck in fear that Von might be in the mood 
for an early dinner. I gripped his hand, wishing I could pull some of 
his stress so he could stand without shame. 


Twenty-Eight. 
The Best Kind of 
Danger 


\Y/ ee checked out the pane-less window. “Our 


boy is safely on his way. Neither Sama nor King Geon 
will get their hands on the stone tonight.” She exhaled a 
sigh of relief. 

I’'d never seen a son more at odds with his father’s vendetta. 
Despite my sudden abduction from the hotel, I fostered a deep 
appreciation for the lengths Lang was willing to go to so his people 
could survive and stand without Sama. “Geon’s a sideways jackfish 
if he thinks he’s going to find the stone.” My snarl couldn’t be 
helped. 

The women giggled with scandal that I’d insulted their 
despicable king. “Good. We would sooner die than let the other 
kings think murdering children is the way to handle a crisis. We 
won't see any more babies be taken from their wombs.” Malisiya 
took the bedsheet and handed it to her sister, who cut it in two 
pieces. I watched them work, taking spices off the shelf and rubbing 
them into the dirty shirt they’d balled up inside the sheet. I didn’t 
know what was going on, but they sure seemed to. “Do you need a 
blade, King Mason?” 

Mason dipped his head to the women, touched that they still 
considered him a king instead of a deserter to the Hayop throne. “I 
wouldn’t dream of taking a sword from you. I’ll grab one off the 


first soldier I kill.” 

“Then we'll see you outside,” Malisiya said before holding her 
sister’s hand and leaving us to say our goodbyes inside the hut. 

Mason turned to Von, his voice low and serious. “You'll stay 
with October until your last breath. Keep her hidden in here, no 
matter what. There are two of us. Only one of us needs to survive, 
and the kingdom still has a chance.” 

My head whipped from one of my Reapers to the other as my 
pitch rose. “Don’t talk like that! Can’t Lang just vanish us out of 
here? Can’t you?” 

“He could’ve, but he thought they were doing a perimeter check, 
not ransacking each hut for buhay.” Mason clenched his fists a few 
times in frustration. “And ever since we...” He cleared his throat 
uncomfortably. “I haven’t been able to shift. I tried to port out to 
get you shoes and decent clothes when we first landed in Sakuna, 
but I couldn’t manage it.” 

My eyes widened in horror. “Did I like, accidentally break your 
magic?” 

“No, no. This has happened before. Trauma usually does it. It'll 
bounce back. Point is, we’re stuck here. If we can destroy King 
Geon’s men on our way to delivering the stone, so much the better. 
You see how thin his people are, but wait until you see the bulk of 
the soldiers. He doesn’t care about his people, only maintaining his 
power over them.” 

“Mason, I can’t let two women get killed for me! You know I can 
defend myself. You know I can fight.” 

Mason moved in front of me, backing me to the corner of the 
hut so we could speak privately. He touched my face, expecting 
correctly that I would jerk my chin away from him. “I know you 
hate me for using you to see my Kara. I can’t blame you for that. 
But if this is my last, I’d like to see her one more time. To say 
goodbye to both of you.” 

“No,” Von ruled from the center of the hut. “You messed her up, 
Mason.” 

My Viking’s voice quieted to a whisper as his hands slowly 
molded around my jaw, cupping my face. “Danny told me you can 
only see hallucinations when you kiss an Omen if you’re in love. I 
know you don’t love me yet, but know without a doubt that I see 
Kara only because I love you. If I didn’t, I would never have been 
able to see her.” His eyes met mine as I slowly turned my gaze up to 


meet his. “Know that I will fight to the death for you. Hate me if 
you need to; I understand. Make no mistake, I’m stronger than 
anyone out there, but there are too many of them and only one of 
me.” 

I watched his sincerity, astonished that he could declare himself 
so easily and freely to me, knowing how mad I was at him and that, 
no, I didn’t love him how he needed me to. I mean, come on. I was 
from the real world. I didn’t love on a dime. Yet still he was willing 
to die for me. I couldn’t give him my whole heart, but I could grant 
him his wish to show my gratitude. 

I ignored Von’s hiss as I stopped scraping at my hands long 
enough to stroke Mason’s prickly jawline. We were huddled in the 
corner, and for a second, I let myself believe it was just us, alone in 
the hut. He was risking his life for me, and all he wanted was a 
little kiss. To say no felt cruel. I could sacrifice a little heartbreak 
for the man who was going to war to save me. 

“Please,” Mason whispered. 

I didn’t have the right words, so I leaned up on my toes and 
touched my lips to Mason’s. My eyes fluttered shut in anticipation 
of the stomach flip that pulled me under. 

The kiss took on a life of its own, ignoring my pain at being so 
thoroughly placed on second fiddle. Our lips grew frantic as the 
colors danced behind my closed eyelids, playing a symphony on a 
thousand flutes that made me swoon and my knees shake. The red 
tasted like Mason’s lips, and the yellow shimmered on his face as I 
let the kiss go on a few seconds longer than it should. 

“Kara!” Mason worked out before his tongue parted my lips. He 
tasted my mouth and pulled my heart out of my chest when he 
murmured my middle name, “October. My Grace. Always my 
grace.” 

It was too much. It was, again, the best kiss of my life mingled 
in with the worst. I let it go on for a solid minute, which was 
exactly sixty-one seconds too long. When I felt his tears, I pulled 
away. I held his face when his legs buckled and he fell before me 
onto his knees with a gust of ecstasy. He rested his cheek to my 
abdomen, holding my butt and squeezing me tight to him. “Thank 
you,” he whispered. “Hani, you’re the best kind of danger. You 
make it too easy to love you. Too easy to fall.” 

I pretended the tears in my eyes were remnants of his that had 
fallen on me, and wiped them away. “Alright, then. No more, 


though. I can’t... I just can’t. It hurts me too much.” I stroked his 
soft dreads that were pulled back in a leather string. 

Von cleared his throat. “That’s enough mucking about, you two. 
Mason, I can’t tell you how much better than this you should be. 
Can’t you feel how much you just ripped her up? I’m not even 
touching her and I can feel it from here! Care about her a little 
more, mate.” 

Mason stood, casting a look of warning at Von before leaning in 
to kiss my lips again. The additional lip-lock took me by surprise 
and jerked out a noise of distress at having to feel things he didn’t 
deserve to be able to get out of me. “Stay safe, Kara.” He 
straightened and coughed twice. “Gracie. Stay safe, October Grace.” 
He said my name with purpose, but as he looked at my face, I could 
tell he was seeing her, even after the kiss was finished. He shook his 
head and blinked a few times before backing out of the hut with an 
apologetic bow of his head. 

I wanted to fall apart, but this was a one-room hut with no spare 
bedroom to lose my shiz in. 

Von’s arms crossed over his puffed chest. I knew that look. Von 
was in full-on big brother mode, but sweet as that was, I didn’t 
want to hear it. “You shouldn’t let him do that. I can see what it’s 
doing to you.” He touched his heart. “I can feel it. That’s a new one. 
I didn’t think this much empathy was in the cards for me these 
days, but man, I can feel your swings.” 

“Sorry. I can be cool.” I cast up a wan smile. “It’s really not a big 
deal. He should be able to see his wife. It’s unfair he didn’t get 
enough time with her.” 

Von shook his head, ignoring the growing commotion outside 
the hut, his sculpted lips in a tight line. “What are you on about?” 

My sarcasm swung a little too heavy. “It’s this foreign concept of 
putting other people’s needs ahead of your own discomfort. Weird, 
right?” 

“Tt’s a terrible rule for this situation.” 

“It’s not a rule that applies to only some things and not to 
others. It’s a blanket rule.” 

“Well, it’s stupid, and I bloody hate it.” 

I scoffed, rolling my eyes. “You’re being a child.” 

“Yeah? Well, you’re being a robot. That’s not you. Not the you I 
know, anyway.” 

“What do you know about me? We met like, barely two months 


”? 


ago. 

“T know enough. You shouldn’t let him kiss you and think about 
Kara. That’s messed up, that is.” 

“I totally cherish your unwelcome opinions on my love life. 
What makes you think I wasn’t daydreaming about Bruce Campbell 
while I was kissing Mason?” 

“Because I know you!” His face twisted in distaste. “You know 
he’s a bit older than you, yeah? Your Bruce Campbell fetish goes 
deeper than I realized.” 

I sliced my hand through the air, mildly embarrassed. “We’re 
done talking about this.” 

“You deserve better.” 

“And how would you know what I deserve? You don’t know me. 
I’m about to sit back and let two women throw themselves in front 
of a bullet for me. I’m the worst kind of person. Bruce Campbell 
would be disgusted with me.” 

“Because we’re making you! And Bruce Campbell’s an actor, 
who probably wouldn’t want a young girl like yourself fighting on 
the front lines of a battle.” He shook his head at me. 

“Let me fight with them!” 

Von jerked me to him, his playboy casual nature running from 
the hut and leaving in its place a hardened man. “You listen to me, 
and listen good. King Geon can’t have you. He takes you, and it’s all 
over for Terraway. You have no idea what a terror Sama is. King 
Geon will hand you over to Sama, and you’ll beg for the days when 
a man kissing you and seeing another woman was the worst thing 
in your life.” 

I shoved Von. “Get off me.” 

Mason ran into the hut, eyes wide. “You won’t believe the plan 
they’ve got brewing. Stay in the hut, no matter what. Von, keep her 
safe and stay away from the window.” He tapped his fist to his 
chest twice, and Von mirrored the action with a tight frown. Then 
Von’s hand slipped into mine, not to comfort, but to keep me in 
place so I didn’t run out to fight. 

I was scared, so I held tight to Von and pursed my lips to keep 
my chin from quivering. If the king wanted me, he’d have to come 
and friggin’ get me. 


Twenty-Nine. 
Women and their 
Babies 


I here were too many pounding footsteps marching 


in formation toward us. I heard a man I could only 
picture as cruel shouting, “Move now! Go back to your 
huts before the curfew hits. If any of you are hoarding 
buhay in your huts, you’ll be taken to the king and 
flogged for your greed.” 


“Never!” was the resounding cry of the people. I’d assumed the 
rebels were a dozen or so that could gather on such short notice, 
but the answer came from hundreds outside the clusters of huts. I 
could pick out both men and women protesting the march of the 
soldiers. Now I was sweating from fear, not just the unforgiving 
suns. I was here, and I wasn’t supposed to be. 

The people of Sakuna would pay for their rebellion. I heard 
them clapping in a slow heartbeat using hand and wood on metal, 
their palms slapping and weapons beating together in one stalwart 
voice of get-the-flip-off-our-lawn. 

“We know the Omen is here with you! Give us the Omen, and no 
one will get hurt.” 

I swallowed hard, wondering how they’d found out I was here. 
Von’s grip on my hand tightened. “Stay,” he warned. “Giving 
yourself up kills far more than the lot of them out there. It kills all 
of Terraway. Remember that.” 


“He’s negotiating,” I whispered to Von. “That’s got to mean he’s 
a little afraid, right?” 

Mason seemed to be thinking the same thing from the battlefield 
just outside the huts. “Onward!” my Viking shouted from his 
position out with the people. 

Von moved carefully toward the window hole and peeked, 
motioning me to his side. “What are they doing?” 

I looked from our vantage point of seeing the whole battle from 
the side through our glass-less window. The soldiers of Sakuna were 
in perfect formation, staring ahead at the front line of civilians. I 
expected the men to take the more dangerous position at the front, 
but was shocked when I saw... 

Women and their babies? 

The women of Sakuna were a hundred strong at least, and I saw 
more running to stand with their sisters, infants in hand. Each of 
them cradled swaddled babies with their faces covered to their 
breasts, and they marched with heads held high and terrifying fury 
in their brown faces. “I thought the babies were killed. I don’t get 
it.” 

“They were.” Von’s brow furrowed as he peeked out the window 
with me. 

We watched as the women marched straight up to the line of 
soldiers. Then I heard a shrill demand of, “We will see the king! 
King Geon will answer for our children! He’ll come out of his high 
and mighty castle, get on his knees in the mud and see what he’s 
done to his people!” Malisiya shouted in the captain’s face like a 
woman possessed. I didn’t blame her. She’d just lost a baby because 
of that jackhole king. 

It was the baby she was holding in the blanket at her breast. 

But she hadn’t had a baby. So what was she holding? I 
recognized the swaddled lump as her bedsheet, trying to put the 
pieces together before the next move was made. 

The captain and his properly fed men were dressed in leather 
armor with helmets on to meet with the group of women who stood 
in front of their husbands and teenaged sons. The civilian men were 
armed with rocks, long pieces of wood and a smattering of knives. I 
didn’t understand why they were sending out their women to get 
slaughtered first. I saw Mason standing in front of the men, 
ordering the women forward. I didn’t know how he could sacrifice 
them like that while he stood back with the men. I wanted to cry 


out to Mason to stop the women, but a small part of me still 
harbored enough trust in Mason to handle an army. He was the 
King of Sombi and the former King of Hayop, after all. His 
expression was hard, his body lithe and ready to pounce - a Viking 
preparing to go off on a tear. 

The army’s commander had a large, wide nose and a missing 
canine tooth that left a gaping hole when he spoke. “The king 
doesn’t answer to slaves!” Then he pulled out his shining sword and 
ran Malisiya through before anyone could react. 

Von’s hand muffled my scream at Malisiya’s sacrifice. His face 
was alight with calculation, and then fear. “Those aren’t babies. Get 
back!” 

No sooner had I begun to process the horror of what I’d just 
witnessed did the women break out in a resounding cry of fury that 
set loose the beginnings of a war. I watched with my mouth 
hanging open as the babies who’d been cradled to their breasts 
were launched at the soldiers — straight into the front line and also 
hurled overhead to the ranks in the middle and the back. 

Only the things that flew out of the baby blankets weren’t cute 
and pink and precious. They were clay balls that exploded on 
impact, sending blown-off limbs of the doomed soldiers flying. 

Von ripped me from the window and shoved me into the far 
corner. “Get down!” he ordered, hefting up the straw mattress and 
lugging it over to me. He propped it up in between us and the 
battle, angling it to rest between the walls as he ducked down with 
me in the corner. The mattress was an adequate shield from errant 
clay bombs that might throw shrapnel our way through the hole in 
the wall that served as a window. Still, Von boxed me in the crevice 
of the corner with his body, his palms pressing to the wall on either 
side of me. He breathed heavily as his body caged me in to be my 
human shield. Or vampire-Duwende shield. “Don’t be my shield,” I 
begged, trying to somehow get him to switch places with me. “I 
can’t take this, Von.” 

“This is my job, love. I take your bullets, and your job is to let 
me.” 

“T don’t want this job. Not one that gets you hurt.” I coiled my 
arms around him, burying my face in his neck. I positioned one 
hand on his back to shield his heart, and the other to shield one of 
his lungs. His spine was still exposed, and I didn’t trust the straw 
mattress to keep Von safe, so I wrapped my legs around his waist, 


pulling myself onto his lap. My calves shielded his kidneys and the 
base of his spine. It was the best I could do, since he wouldn’t trade 
positions with me. 

One of Von’s steady hands reached around to cup the back of my 
head, while his lips migrated to my forehead. “Now, now. We'll be 
alright.” His words were paired with the shrieks of the damned and 
the angry clanging of too many swords just outside the hut, so I was 
dubious. 

I was shaken to the core, covering my mouth with his neck as I 
listened to the sounds of men and women screaming just outside the 
huts. I couldn’t tell who was winning; all I knew was that as the 
minutes ticked by, more and more from each side were dying. As it 
usually was in a war, no one really won. It seemed that was the 
whole point of the people standing up to the guards. Though they 
knew they couldn’t win, they were determined to at least make it so 
that the soldiers didn’t win, either. 


Thirty. 
My Precious 
Menaces 


I he mayhem outside was still evenly matched as far 


as who was overpowering the other. The soldiers were 
well-armed, but the people had fury that could fuel a 
thousand cannons. I tried to make out clear voices, but it 
was a jumble of shouts until I heard the captain bellow, 


“Curfew!” 

This seemed to invoke renewed fear into the people, and I knew 
why. Sigbins were cute little animals that had heads like scaly 
goats, long taloned forearms and short back legs. They ripped out 
the hearts of the people who roamed about after curfew, and wore 
them around their necks. They were terrifying. 

I was kind of in love with one of them who’d taken a shine to 
me. When you got down to the heart of it, they were abused 
animals groomed for one thing — death. ’'d always been good with 
animals. I hadn’t known why the pit bull next door growing up tore 
at burglars but wagged his tail happily for me. When the new 
additions to my life informed me it was a perk from my Matruculan 
genetics, the magic of it somehow took away a little of the magic in 
it. Funny how that works. I’d thought I was good with animals 
because of how much I loved them. Turns out, anyone with my 
DNA could do it. 

Well, not anyone. Mason had confessed that even though he was 


Matruculan, he’d never heard of anyone getting a sigbin to purr for 
me the way my little Edward Scissorteeth had. 

“T can help,” I told Von, who was still boxing me in with his 
body. 

Von scooped me more firmly to him, his free hand cupping my 
rear to keep me from running into the battle. “Your job is to get a 
piece of the sagrado stone to the well. Nothing else, love.” 

“T can calm the sigbins down!” 

“Not a chance. You'll sit here and wait it out.” 

“Oh, for heaven’s sake.” I pried myself from Von’s grip and stood 
to peek out the window, horrified at the number of dead bodies 
from both sides that were lying about underfoot of those still 
fighting. Mason was clashing... an arm? Yes, he was holding a 
ripped-off arm of a man he’d stolen and was using it like a sword 
against six soldiers, besting them all, sword to bone. 

The sigbins came bounding up to the carnage, eager to rip, tear, 
kill. I recognized my sweet little Edward Scissorteeth in the mix by 
the ugly gash he had across his nose. Von tugged at me, but I let out 
a short whistle that drew Edward’s eye. Just like that, my killer 
went from a beast to a puppy, bounding over to me and jumping in 
through the window to lick my face. “Hi, baby!” I cooed as I 
smoothed my hand over his scales. “I missed you, Edward.” Edward 
nuzzled into my hand, eager for the scratch to calm him down. 

I knew that feeling well. 

I hugged my puppy that actually looked more like a janky 
miniature dragon, and kissed the top of his head. “You want to rest? 
You want to hide out in here? Go get the others, baby. Bring your 
buddies in here, and you can all hide out.” 

I don’t know how he understood what I was saying, but just like 
the therapy dog I’d had to see, and the dogs and cats around the 
trailer park, he seemed to get me. Edward meandered into the fray, 
letting out a few yips and a howl that had a hiss to it under the 
layers of animalistic sound. 

Von was sweating when all seven sigbins came bounding into 
the hut, growling and spitting until Edward reasoned with them in 
his adorable puppy-like way. One by one, they all sat down when I 
raised my hand, barking like cuties instead of the abused monsters 
they’d been groomed to be. “Poor babies!” I exclaimed in dismay at 
the state of their damaged scaly coats. Though a couple had fresh 
wounds, most of the missing scales and scars were old, indicating 


years of mistreatment. They moved like a mixture between a cat 
and a snake with legs, circling and batting their hands over their 
faces when they realized they didn’t want to eat my heart out, but 
wanted to play coy games instead. 

I knelt down in the center of the room, motioning for them to 
come up to me if they wanted to be loved on. “I won’t hurt you,” I 
promised. “Come take a break. You’re all much too young and 
sweet to be out in a battlefield.” 

There was utter carnage outside, but it was obedience school in 
the hut. They took impatient turns letting me run my fingers over 
their scales, admiring the shimmer through the tears in their flesh. 
The shiny rubbery material had a greenish hue to the silver that 
glinted when it caught the last vestiges of the twilight poking in 
through the window. “Come on out,” I said to Von. He was kneeling 
behind the straw mattress, looking like he was torn between 
wanting to grab me and run out of the hut, or wanting to play with 
the cool monsters. “They won’t hurt you.” 

“T can’t decide if I want to pee myself or join you.” 

“Join me. Peeing yourself isn’t nearly as fun as you’re thinking.” 

Von got down so he wasn’t seen through the window and 
crawled over to me with caution. He sat to my right, eyes wide as 
he watched the animals flop next to me and over me so they could 
get a good belly scratch. “I don’t understand how yow’re doing 
this.” 

“Tm magic,” I replied with a tease in my tone. I picked up his 
hand and placed it on the smallest one’s belly so he could rub it. 
“This one’s Cindy. She’s the littlest. And this is Jan and Marcia.” I 
pointed to Edward, who was by far the largest one. “That’s my 
Edward. You already met him last time. And this is Greg, Mike and 
Bobby.” 

“Brady Bunch fan?” 

“It’s only the greatest show in the world.” I switched from 
bellies to stroking under their chins, giving a good scratch while 
they whined for more of the love I had no end of. “The Brady Bunch 
is always happy. They have problems like who gets to play with 
which toy, and what time Alice is going to make them all dinner. 
They have a mama and an Alice. They have a dad.” I tried to keep 
the longing out of my voice, but I was a lousy actress. 

Von’s arm went around me, pulling me tight to his sweaty 
armpit. “When we get out of here, I’ll watch the whole series with 


you, start to finish. We’ll have a marathon and sit there till our eyes 
bleed. I could use some Brady optimism.” He pointed to Marcia. 
“Looks like this one loves you the most. Sneezes at me when I try to 
pet her.” 

“Aw, you'll get the hang of it.” 

“Who am I? You gave all of them Brady Bunch roles, but what 
about me? Noisy neighbor? Sexy policeman?” 

I smiled, resting my head to his shoulder. “You can be Mr. 
Brady. He’s an architect, which is sort of like an artist, like you.” 

He kissed the top of my head. “I knew it. You’re in love with me. 
Already casting me in the role of your perfect television husband.” 

I pulled Cindy closer, snapping my fingers twice so she gave Von 
a kiss. I loved when Von laughed. He was built for it. “I’m Alice. I’m 
the one who takes care of the family. ’m near the family, but not in 
it. Big difference.” 

Von squinted down at me. “Well Mrs. Brady, you’ve just been 
promoted. You and I are going to raise these little rugrats to be 
upstanding members of society.” 

“Is that so? Then I think we should start now.” I kissed each of 
my babies and clapped them to attention, pleased when they all sat 
before me like precious little soldiers, trying not to wiggle too 
much. “Okay, love muffins. If you want to stay with Mama and 
Daddy, you can. If you want to go out there and get back at the 
people who hurt you, that’s fine too. But you can’t attack the 
civilians, understood? They need your help. You up for it?” 

Edward let out his snarling growl, making the decision for the 
others. He licked my face and then led the others out to the 
battlefield, forked tails swishing as they went out like the precious 
menaces they were. 


Thirty-One. 
Just the Way You 
Are 


V on and I moved back behind the propped-up 


mattress, sitting on the floor in the corner of the hut. I 
was tucked in his embrace with my head leaning on his 
shoulder. I knew he was pulling stress from me, but for a 
second I let myself pretend it was romantic. Though I 
knew he was a guy it wasn’t a good idea to get attached 
to, I let myself depend on him to hold me together while 
the war continued outside. “Promise me you'll hold 
Katrina like this through a movie someday. This whole 
raging battle thing? Not as nice as a romantic comedy. 
She'll love it.” 

Von scoffed. “I would never hold Katrina like this. Too 
intimate.” 

I expected him to pull away from me when it dawned on him 
that we were being intimate, perhaps too much so, but he only held 
me tighter. “You’re a good friend, Von.” 

“Tll hold you exactly like this through our Brady Bunch 
marathon when we get home.” 

I managed a small smile into his shirt. “Stop saying sexy things 
to me.” 

He chuckled at my mild flirt. “It’s a date.” Von held me when we 


heard Marcia howl in pain. “Easy, darling,” he whispered. 

Von kept me in place through Mason’s cry of agony when I 
fought to go to help our Viking on the battlefield. His comfort was 
gentle, clashing with the war outside. “He’ll be alright, love.” 

Von let go of me only when the door banged open to reveal a 
large soldier in the king’s leather. He looked just as surprised to see 
us as we were to see him when he tore the mattress away. He called 
over his injured shoulder, “I found her!” 

Von shoved me behind him and rushed the man, ignoring the 
blade in the soldier’s hand. Von was unarmed, but that didn’t seem 
to bother him one bit. Danny had warned me about Von’s vicious 
streak. I’m pretty sure I’'d laughed it off at the time. But I saw it in 
that moment - the calculating glint in his eye, the muscles poised 
for action, the cool, relaxed shoulders that clashed with the look 
that had no fear, only sudden conquest. I hadn’t understood Danny’s 
wariness of Von’s temper, but I began to see traces of the threat. He 
had fire in his mismatched eyes. He had a lithe, toned body. 

He had fangs. 

Von was on the man in a hot second, his teeth bared and 
plunging into the neck of the soldier so quickly, the man scarcely 
had the wherewithal to fight back. The soldier cried out in pain and 
what sounded a little like strangled pleasure. He deflated to the 
ground while Von went to town on his meal. He drained the soldier 
in three minutes flat, rearing his head back when he finished to let 
out a contented moan at the feeling of finally being full of the stuff 
he always craved. 

When two more soldiers came to the door in various shades of 
battle-torn, Von was ready. He pounced and bit so quickly, I barely 
saw it all happen. The gooey red blood of Terraway coated his face 
and hands, dripping down his green shirt and pooling on the floor 
below. He slurped and glutted himself until the intruders were 
beyond survival. Von was pure animal, making sexual groans, his 
buttocks clenching as he drank, holding the men beneath him like 
they were damsels who swooned only for him. 

It wasn’t until all three grown men were drained in the doorway 
of the hut that Von slowed. He was on all fours, panting like he’d 
just run a marathon. He paused only to lick the neck wounds a few 
more times to catch the last drops. He growled, slapping the floor in 
frustration. I couldn’t tell if he was mad because he’d just killed 
three men, or if it was because there were only three at his disposal, 


and he wanted more. He swore loudly before he righted himself. 
Von stood to drag the bodies from the entryway, trembling as he 
went. I moved to help him, but he kept his red-stained face bent 
away from me in shame. “Von? You alright? Like, you’re full, right? 
I don’t need to make myself scarce?” 

“T won’t attack you. I’ll get more than enough on the battlefield 
when it’s all over.” 

We dragged the bodies the rest of the way inside and shut the 
door, and then I waved him toward me. “Come here.” 

“No. I can’t believe you’d want to be near me after seeing all 
that. It’s not me. I’m not that person. Or rather, I am a person, not 
the monster you just saw.” 

Using a sword, I cut off the front of one of the dead men’s shirts, 
trying to keep my cool. “Come here, Mr. Brady. You’ve got 
something on your face.” 

He turned to me, looking so lost, my heart sank at the sight of 
something so beautiful and carefree being weighted by war. I took 
him by the hand and led him behind the mattress we propped up in 
the corner, ducking down with him like we were kids in a fort. I slid 
the sword to the side in case we needed it and reached out to him 
with the shirt in my hand, dabbing at the shame on his handsome 
face. He was coated in crimson that stuck to the fabric while I 
wiped his face clean. “Why are you being nice to me?” 

“You saved my life, Von. Making you a napkin is the least I can 
do. Thank you.” 

“You’re not scared of me?” 

“Only if you start singing Phil Collins. He scares me even if I’m 
totally zen. Something about a man saying ‘Sussudio’ over and over 
hits me the wrong way. I don’t really understand what that song’s 
about. I think it might be voodoo or something.” 

Von let out a perfunctory laugh at my conversational diversion. 
He pulled his ruined shirt over his head and threw it out of our fort. 
Then he wrapped me in a warm hug that heated my body when he 
kissed my cheek. I probably wasn’t supposed to love the feel of a 
half-naked Von, but there we were. “I’m sorry you had to see that, 
Mrs. Brady.” 

“Are you hurt?” 

“Nah. They didn’t get in a single hit on me. That’s the beauty of 
not realizing you’re fighting a vampire. We’re pretty lethal when 
we're hungry.” At the admission of his weakness, he shook his head, 


disgusted with himself. “This wasn’t my plan. I wasn’t supposed to 
get bitten. I was going to graduate from the Academy. I was 
supposed to get a regular job and complain about taxes and Monday 
mornings.” He clutched me through his admission of pain. “I was 
the one my brothers came to, and now they look at me like I can’t 
even tie my own shoes. I was supposed to live a long life, and now 
I’m temporary!” 

“Honey,” I cooed, my hand trailing down his spine to soothe 
him. 

“T spent most of my life before this being responsible because I 
thought once my brothers were grown, there would be time for me 
to muck about and enjoy life a little. When do I get to be young?” 
He gripped my body, and I held him together as he fell apart. “Half- 
vamps usually only make it a few weeks before they transition, if 
that. Then they get swept up in Terraway by some cruel owner. The 
second I transition, they’ll put me to use as an attack dog.” He 
squeezed me and shouted into my hair, “I’m no one’s dog!” 

I held Von through his long-overdue breakdown. I took my time 
stroking his hair, my fear of germs parting from me in the wake of 
his utter devastation. If I was honest with myself, Von hadn’t had 
germs in weeks, so permanent was his place in my heart. I gave Von 
time, not willing to insult his pain by trying to cheer him up. When 
finally I whispered, “I’m here,” he slumped in the comfort of my 
arms. “You’re not a dog. And you’ve made it far more than a few 
weeks as a half-vamp. I daresay you might just be the exception to 
the rule - too stubborn to transition.” I kissed an errant tear on his 
cheek, accepting him no matter what state he came to me in. 
“You’ve got me now. [’ll make sure you don’t turn.” 

“But I’m temporary now. No one can stop the inevitable.” 

“Then you don’t know how stubborn I am. Let me help you. 
When you're thirsty, tell me; don’t hide it. ’1l make myself scarce so 
you’re not so miserable. And you don’t have to go sneaking off to 
another room to drink those blood pouches. You can be who you 
are, and I won’t look at you like you’re anyone less than the hero 
who saved my life.” I met his eyes and held his face so he could see 
that I wasn’t afraid of him. “We can do this.” 

He closed his eyes, leaning his forehead to mine as we knelt on 
the floor of the hut, hidden behind the mattress. When he pecked 
my lips, my heart did a miniature flutter, spreading a blush onto my 
cheeks. “Tell me we can complain about the length of the lawn 


someday. Tell me we can get all fired up about how much junk mail 
we get, and how no one handwrites letters anymore.” 

“Maybe in the next life, you’ll do exactly that. We’ll have to 
work out a signal so I can recognize you in whatever flabby body 
you get next time around.” 

“Flabby?” Von straightened as he pulled out of our hug, sucking 
in his toned stomach indignantly. 

I motioned to his perfect form. “Well, yeah. The universe has to 
compensate somehow. You’re too perfect looking in this life. 
Prepare yourself for the crushing blow of a beer gut, my friend. 
See? You peaked too soon. It’s all downhill from the top.” 

He smiled, but the levity was short-lived as he hung his head. 
“You shouldn’t be nice to me. I almost bit you in the trunk of your 
car.” 

“But you didn’t.” 

“T didn’t used to be like this.” 

“Oh, honey. I like you just the way you are.” I’d been held quite 
a bit since Von came into my life. He was free with the hugging and 
the kissing. The sweet pecks he blessed me with forced the rigidity 
out of me one degree at a time. I knew he needed me to be there for 
him, so I gave a shot at speaking his language — the language of 
touch. I pulled him forward as I rocked back to sit on my butt, 
taking his top half with me. I laid his head down on my lap and ran 
my fingers through his hair, ignoring the sweat and flecks of mud 
that made the messy mass slick and greasy. I knew he was also 
pulling stress from me, which made my OCD bearable. “Take a few 
minutes and calm down. You saved the day. No one’s thinking 
anything but that.” I stroked the side of his face, smiling maternally 
when he leaned into my touch. “You saved us, Von.” 

“Look at you, being all nice to me. You’re not so uptight 
anymore.” 

“Man, you suck at compliments,” I laughed. “I guess you and 
Mason are good for me.” 

Von frowned. “Can we talk about that? He’s clearly using you. I 
mean, to each her own, but you’ve got to know you don’t have to 
put up with that.” 

I shrugged off the sting. “He was only the best kiss of my life. 
I’m getting something out of it, too.” 

Von’s nose crinkled in distaste. “I’m not one to invest in kissing. 
Ask Katrina. Didn’t kiss her once. She kept going in for my lips, so I 


finally had to lay down the law. Too intimate.” 

“Hello, you had sex with Katrina. That’s intimate.” 

“Not really. Not if you don’t want it to be. Kissing is face to face. 
I don’t like leaving myself that vulnerable. You should take a page 
from my book, Peach.” 

“But you kiss my face when you’re happy or flirty just fine.” I 
winced, wishing I could suck those words back into my mouth. I 
liked when he did those things, and didn’t want him to stop if he 
assumed I was making too much of it. 

“It’s different. We’re different. You’re turning into my best 
girlfriend or something. A guy friend, but with a great rack.” It was 
his turn to wince and suck on his poorly chosen words. He cleared 
his throat. “We sort of have to be intimate on occasion. Nature of 
the job.” 

“Just say it,” I teased, combing through his hair again. “You're 
in love with me. You want me for my hot body. You want to buy 
me presents, take me dancing and wear a tie.” 

Von chuckled. “Wear a tie. You’re funny. Let’s put that on the 
list for our next life. Pll have a beer gut, and you'll be the sexy 
librarian who helps me find books about weight loss. Our fingers 
will brush as you’re handing me a book, and it’ll be kismet. ’ll wear 
a tie for our first date.” He tangled his fingers through mine, staring 
curiously at our entwined hands. 

“Promise?” 

“On my honor. [ll even let you pick it out.” He kissed my 
knuckles one at a time, running his nose over my scabbed cuts. 
“Thanks for this. You’re like my Puller now.” 

“I told you, I’m here. We’re in this together.” I stroked the side 
of his face until he felt centered enough to sit up. He looped his arm 
around my shoulders and pressed the outside of his knee to mine. 

We sat in our fort, content to cuddle while the world fell to 
pieces outside our doorstep. Maybe that’s a terrible thing, but in 
that moment, I felt protected. In that protection, I felt something I 
hadn’t experienced a whole lot of in my life. 

Von held me, and I felt truly loved. 


Thirty-Two. 
Battlefield Nurse 
Gracie 


M.... stalked into the hut on unsteady feet that 


were clad in boots he’d clearly stolen off a soldier. He 
had blood oozing from a gash on his arm that Von eyed 
greedily. In the name of preserving our threesome, he 
didn’t lick Mason’s cut before he exited the hut, but 
went out to get his fill of the soldiers. Their bodies lay 
scattered on the open space between the mountains in 
the distance and the cluster of huts. 

“Here, lay down a minute. Catch your breath.” I pulled down 
the mattress and lowered Mason onto it so I could get a better look 
at his two-inch cut. “This is it? This is all you got? Am I missing 
something?” 

Mason sat instead of laying, and leaned forward, resting his 
forehead in his hands to close his eyes for a moment. “We won, but 
only just. There were too many casualties to call this a victory. I’m 
fine. It’s the others you should worry about.” He jerked his arm 
from me when my fingers ran over a sore spot. “I said I’m alright.” 

“Yeah, I don’t really feel the need to listen when you lie. Your 
pulse is crazy and your eyes are dilated. You only breathe heavy 
like this when you’re super worked up.” 

Mason softened, shooting me an apologetic look at his short 


tone. “So many died. I’m Matruculan, so I’m far stronger and my 
bones don’t break near as easy. I wish that were true for some of 
the civilians out there.” He shook his head in admiration. “The 
women. So brave.” 

“They were amazing. I don’t really know how to help them 
without first aid stuff, though. I mean, I’m in my pajamas still 
without the basics.” I turned when the owner of the hut came 
inside, her face dotted with blood. Tears ran down her face at the 
loss of her sister. “Oh! Sweetie, lie down. Do you have anything I 
can use to help you? Needle and thread? Antiseptic?” 

Mason shook his head as Higanti went to get her sewing kit from 
the box where they stored all their worldly possessions. “They don’t 
have antiseptic, and don’t need it like humans do. Needle and 
thread. That’s a good place to start. Don’t worry about disinfecting. 
Once you toss a bit of the sagrado in the well, they can wash their 
wounds in it, and it’ll disinfect perfectly. Trick is to get to the well 
before any infection starts to set in on the wounded.” 

“Wow. Seriously? That’s pretty awesome.” 

Higanti handed me her sewing kit, so I set to work on fixing her 
up first. To her credit, she didn’t flinch when the needle tugged at 
her cheekbone. It was hard to get a good grasp on the wound, what 
with her blood staining everything and sticking to my fingers. The 
panic welled up in me at the number of infections I might get from 
touching bodily fluids without my gloves on, but I choked down my 
anxiety as best I could. So many had given their lives so I wouldn’t 
be abducted and handed over to Sama. With all the pulling Von had 
done to steady me, I muscled through my mania for the good of the 
cause. 

When I finished with Higanti, she kissed both my cheeks and 
sent me on my way. I walked out onto the battlefield with Mason, 
but he stopped me a few feet from the carnage. “You wait here. Von 
and I can bring the wounded ones to you. There’s nails and bits of 
steel everywhere out here from the homemade bombs the ladies 
had.” He shook his head. “I still can’t believe they did that.” 

“T about lost my shiz when I thought they were throwing real 
babies at people.” 

“They had that plan already in motion after King Geon poisoned 
them and killed their babies. Just needed a catalyst, which I guess 
we were. You stay here, though. I mean it. One cut, and Von might 
lose himself. It won’t do for you to survive the battle only to die 


over a stubbed toe.” 

“Alright. Send them on over.” 

I patched up men and women with bruised brown skin, oozing 
wounds and too many tears to count while Mason, Von and a few of 
the able-bodied men started digging a mass grave. By the end of 
their efforts, there were two graves — one for the civilians and one 
for the soldiers. I tore my eyes from the teen I was treating to look 
at the rituals Mason was performing in the dark of night that was lit 
only by torches. The teen boy’s arm was cut so deeply, I had to wait 
for the blood to clot before sewing. 

Mason, Von and the men were lifting (not dragging) the bodies 
of the civilians and laying them face-down in the mass grave after 
one of the women made an account of who each person was on a 
piece of paper. I sucked in my breath when Mason took two of the 
torches and threw one into each of the two graves. The fire went 
out without catching on more than a few articles of clothing, but 
whatever purpose the fire served, Mason seemed satisfied. 

I tried not to comment on the oddity as I moved on to stitching 
up a guy’s leg who couldn’t have been that much older than I was. 
Many of the people gathered around the grave of their fellow man, 
holding hands and singing a song with words I didn’t understand. It 
tugged at my heart as I tugged at the man’s skin to suture it 
properly in the flickering torchlight. There was so much weeping, 
so many bodies. 

The two moons’ lights weren’t giving me much help, and the 
torches flickered often, leaving much of the wounded area in 
shadow. It made the last few stitches on the guy’s thigh difficult to 
finish off. I motioned him closer, draping his knee over my 
outstretched thigh so I could raise and lower his leg as needed. My 
nose was almost touching his skin as I tried to get the stitching tight 
enough. There were a few torches, but they weren’t near enough to 
do much good. 

Mason made his way over to us, taking a break from the 
shoveling to stand next to me with a frown. “October, you’re 
drawing quite a few eyes, positioned like that.” 

“Huh? Do you have a light or something? And where’s Von? He 
doing alright?” 

“He hasn’t surfaced from his endless supper. Though I do admire 
that he mainly stuck to feasting on the soldiers.” He mopped the 
sweat from his brow with a forfeited shirt from one of the dead. 


“Aren’t you finished yet?” 

“Sheesh, Mason. This isn’t exactly easy to do when I can’t see 
much. I’m almost done.” 

The guy I was treating looked at me with an embarrassed smile. 
“You're really not from here, are you.” 

“Nope. And I hope to leave before anything else like that goes 
down. I’m not all that used to war.” 

“Take your time,” he told me, looking around and waving at a 
few guy friends who made lewd noises to my left. 

Mason sounded exasperated. “You’re making him the king of all 
the men who’ve got their eyes on you.” 

“What are you talking about?” It wasn’t until that moment I 
realized I had my head too far down between the guy’s legs, making 
me look like a service girl, and not a battlefield nurse. I picked my 
head up and did my best to trust my fingers in the dark as I finished 
the suture as quick as I could. 

Mason pulled me up and thumbed my lower lip, giving it a kiss 
that made me feel like I was being dowsed with cold water. In the 
dark I started to see bursts of yellow and that familiar red I couldn’t 
blink away whenever he kissed me. “Come back to me,” he 
murmured. My stomach twisted when I realized he was already 
picturing his wife. It was almost like he loved me, but nothing like 
it at all. He was lost in the kiss and murmured, “So beautiful.” 

I pulled out of the euphoria that crashed from such a steep 
height, leaving me a wreck in the aftermath. “That’s enough. People 
are looking, Mason.” 

“So?” 

“So, know me a little bit. I’m not big into public displays. It’s 
like youw’re peeing all over me to mark your territory or something.” 

Mason cleared his throat. “A thousand apologies,” he offered, 
though not without a hint of a bite to his words. 

I sucked in a deep breath and tried to be kind. “Kara, she’s... 
she’s doing alright? In the vision? She’s happy with you?” 

Mason looked deep into my eyes with an unfathomable 
expression. “She is. I was a good husband.” 

I nodded, trying to be an adult. “Then every now and then, as 
often as I can muscle through it, we can kiss so you can see her. ’m 
thinking once a day is a fair amount. I can do that for you.” My 
eyes sharpened. “But not in public, and no more than once a day.” 

Mason’s mouth fell open. “You have no idea what that means to 


”? 


me. 

I cleared my throat to change the subject. “That’s all I can do for 
these people. I can’t reset a broken arm that has multiple breaks, 
which is what Felix has over there. I reset as much as I could, but 
I’d need an actual x-ray to make sure it’s all perfectly aligned, 
which I’m guessing we don’t have down here. And Lona needs to 
stay awake until the possibility of a concussion’s been ruled out. 
Other than that, it’s all I can do. I hate that I’m not being more 
helpful.” Two bleeders had died while I’d been frantically stitching 
people up towards the beginning. That one sat heavy on me and 
would for a while, I just knew it. ’'m not sure I could’ve saved 
them, but to not be able to try was a bitter pill I deserved to choke 
on. 

Mason slowly came back to himself. “It’s good, hani. You did a 
good job.” 

His arm on my back was supposed to offer comfort, but it felt 
wrong there now. I moved away a few steps. “We should go, then. I 
don’t like the idea of sleeping here. Let’s keep going in the dark 
toward the well.” 

Mason held onto my arm to stop my progression. “The nails,” he 
reminded me. “Wait here for me to finish filling in the grave with 
the men, then I’ll carry you out.” 

I didn’t like that option, but knew if I got even a paper cut, it 
would make things hard for Von. I sat down and whistled for my 
dragon puppies, who came bounding up to me eagerly after 
collecting more hearts from the soldiers they’d helped kill on my 
command. They nudged closer, trying to edge the others out so they 
could show me the trophies they were so proud of. Edward laid the 
top half of his body in my lap, licking my face as I came down from 
Mason’s kiss. He’d jerked me around too much for me to remain 
stable. I stroked my baby’s scales, tsking when I saw a wet gouge 
that looked fresh from the battle. “Oh, honey. I’m so sorry. I can’t 
even fix it for you, either. Your scales are too thick for my needle. 
What can I do to help? Tell me, Edward.” 

The civilians were watching me with mouths agape, but I didn’t 
care. They were shocked the sigbins had fought on their side. 
They’d been unable to explain the unnatural shift until they saw 
Edward and me together. I don’t know why animals were so much 
easier to talk to than people, but I was grateful for the release of 
tension Edward brought me with his unconditional acceptance of all 


the things I was not, and might never be. My hands were coated in 
blood, so Edward did me a solid and started licking the crimson off 
to calm me down. 

Edward was good like that. 

Von came over with Mason, blood all down his front and 
covering his contented face. He looked too pleasantly gorged to be 
ashamed of himself this time. “You ready, Peach?” 

“Yup. Are you full?” 

“Quite, yes. Do I have something on my face?” He dabbed 
comically at the corner of his mouth, though his lips, nose, chin and 
chest were utterly dripping with the red goo. 

“You did, but you got it. You’re ready for the prom now.” 

Mason gave the sigbins a wide berth and hoisted me up. He 
made to carry me like a princess, but I opted for being worn like a 
backpack to avoid any chance he might kiss me again. Mason 
smelled like pine, patchouli and sweaty man. It was a deeply 
masculine allure he had on me, and I tried with every step he took 
to cross him off my list of men I was attracted to. 

Edward followed us even after I sent the other puppies home, 
leading the way with his forked tail guiding us through the dark 
that engulfed us all too quickly. 


Thirty-Three. 
Swimming and 
Drowning 


I he night in Sakuna was a black blanket that swept 


over our trio. We reached the base of the mountain 
where we were supposed to meet Ezra and Lang. “I don’t 
see them,” Von ruled. “And it’s at least another day’s 
journey to the castle from here. I vote we get a few 
hours of shuteye in the woods over there.” He pointed to 
a forest between our mountain and the one on the other 
side. “The trees can cover us in case King Geon sends 
any more of his men to find her.” 

Mason looked like he wanted to argue, but finally consented 
when he spotted a smattering of trees thick enough to provide us 
with a little shelter. “Alright. Let’s grab a quick nap. So long as 
we're up and moving by first light, that should be fine.” Mason 
stretched while I started clearing the space he led us to. We were 
deep inside the thicket of trees, and I knew that when we laid 
down, we wouldn’t be able to be seen by passersby on the road, 
which was now several stones’ throws away. 

There were leaves, pebbles and various types of bramble I didn’t 
feel like sleeping on. I took my time clearing it all away for us while 
the guys eyed my meticulous care with curiosity. I needed the dirt 
swept in a certain even design, which was hard to get perfect. I 


knew I was starting to give in to my obsessive tendencies, and 
dreaded the person I would devolve into by morning. 

When the three of us finally laid down, I was sandwiched in the 
middle, both of them seeking comfort from the traumatic events of 
the day. Mason spooned me while Von slid his hand between mine 
to assure us both I wouldn’t scratch open my scabs in my sleep. 
Edward wriggled up in between Von and me, snuggling his head 
through my elbows and resting his jaw to my breasts. I was 
endeared to my puppy even more when he looped his forked tail 
over Von to pull him closer. 

Von marveled at the docile beast who loved us, mouthing, 
“Wicked!” He moved in so Edward’s slim body was the only space 
between us. Von’s lips were just inches from mine when he closed 
his eyes after delivering a sweet kiss to the tip of my nose. 
“Goodnight, darling.” 

“Von?” I whispered, my anxiety getting the best of me. 

“Yes, love?” 

“You know how you don’t like people to see you as a monster 
when you vamp out? How that person isn’t the real you?” 

Von’s eyes focused on mine as he nodded. 

“T’m a day off my meds. When I wake up, I might not be able to 
be myself. I...” I pursed my lips together, hating the words that 
tumbled out next. “Please don’t leave me when I lose myself.” 

Von’s gaze hardened in a vow of solidarity I desperately needed. 
“Never.” He held tight to my hand as he kissed my lips once more, 
just to assure me that he wasn’t afraid of the monster that was 
always lurking inside of me, shunning people and smiling at hand 
sanitizer. “Goodnight, Mrs. Brady.” 

I smiled, giving his hand a squeeze. “Goodnight, Mr. Brady.” 


ae 


I DREAMT I WAS SWIMMING in a perfectly sterilized pool. The 
water was a tropical crystal clear with a hint of blue to it. I wore 
my gold bikini ’d never had the guts to put on in public before. I 
was alone in the water, my arms cutting the surface as I swam 
along at my own pace, enjoying the sun overhead for what it was. I 
didn’t know how to swim in real life, but in my dreams, I was a 
rocket. Or, you know, something that knows how to swim crazy 
fast. 


I looked up and saw a familiar face that had visited my dreams 
before. My smile greeted him, but he didn’t seem to have one for 
me. “Hi, Philip.” 

“Where are you?” 

I glanced around to the palm trees and orange trees that dotted 
the yard I was swimming in. “I dunno. Florida? Come on in.” 

Philip was wearing leather armor over black clothes, much like 
the soldiers of Sakuna. Only his skin was lighter and his hair still 
that shocking Billy Idol white-blond. “I’m not going swimming. I 
have things to do. Where are you really?” 

“In real life? I’m not sure. I don’t think we’re lost, but the guys 
wouldn’t tell me if we were.” 

“How many guys are you with?” 

“The usual amount.” I quirked my eyebrow at him. “No offense, 
but I don’t conjure you up in my dreams to chat me up about real 
life. I come here to escape all that. So either escape it with me or go 
away. The madness starts all over again once I’m awake.” 

Philip gave me a hard look, the muscles in his cleft chin flexing 
as if he wanted to be a jerk, but knew he shouldn’t. “If that’s what 
you want, then I’ll stay.” 

“T do. I want.” I waded to the edge of the pool, blinking up at 
him through wet lashes. He was pretty, that’s for sure. I didn’t like 
him so frustrated, though. He was much better when he was 
seducing me. 

Without warning, I grew tired in the water. I wasn’t sure why, 
but I couldn’t catch my breath. My limbs felt weighted and my 
brain foggy. “October?” Philip called, wary. 

“Can’t breathe!” I wasn’t underwater, but it felt like I was. 

“Where are you?” He was looking straight at me, his eyes wide 
as he swore. “Are you in Terraway?” 

“Yes! I’m... I can’t...” I pressed the flat of my hand to my chest, 
confused and scared. 

“Baga root! When was the last time you had any baga root?” 

“Yesterday morning! No! Has it been twenty-four hours 
already?” 

When I met his panicked gaze with one of my own, he cried out, 
“Tt’s been more than a day you’ve been here? The baga root might 
be out of your system?” 

I nodded, confused and still short of breath. 

“No! This wasn’t the plan.” He knelt at the edge of the pool and 


hiked me up over the edge, laying me down on the concrete. I 
gasped, fighting with the thinning air for a decent breath. I was 
reaching full-on panic mode, but Philip leaned over me and pressed 
his mouth to mine, pinching my nose and blowing in air to inflate 
my lungs. 

It bought me a few seconds of life, but then something happened 
I couldn’t explain. The concrete beneath us began to crumble, 
plummeting us both down into the water below. 

My arms began to flail as I felt myself drowning. Down, down, 
down I sank into the depth, watching the sun through the haze of 
crystal blue that had seconds ago felt refreshing. I knew in that 
moment that I would soon die. 

I decided I was okay with that. 


Thirty-Four. 
Hammer, not 
Daughter 


I awoke to chest compressions and old spongy gum in 


my mouth. I tried to spit it out, but a large hand shoved 
it back in and closed my mouth so I had to swallow. My 
hands and feet were vacillating between tingly and 
numb, and were too heavy to lift to bat away the 
pressure that was still being pumped into my chest in a 
rhythm. 

I opened my eyes to see Ezra’s mouth coming at me, pressing on 
my unresponsive lips and blowing air into my body. I was so 
confused in that moment, I didn’t know how to pull away or do 
anything that would end the strange mutation of my dream. Ezra, 
not Philip. Terraway, not the Florida pool. 

I blinked and began to draw breath on my own. In and out, the 
sweet relief dragged through my lungs. It was fresh air that smelled 
like dirt and non-pollution. Ezra was shouting, overcome with 
elation as he slid his arm under my back to lift me up to sit. I 
couldn’t support my weight though, so I sagged against him. Ezra’s 
dirty fingers ran through my hair as he pressed my temple to his 
breast. His chest shook with emotional release as the world slowly 
started to filter into its right order again. 

The fiery suns were rising through the trees, adding too much 


heat to the morning. I felt another hand on my back and looked 
over to find, of all people, Prince Langgam. He was scared, moving 
his hand with care down my spine. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. We’ve 
been looking for you all night. I didn’t dream we’d be parted for so 
long.” 

“Huh?” I tried to lift my arm, but it was too heavy. Everything 
about me felt weighted and clumsy, so I closed my eyes and hoped 
when I opened them again, I would be back in my bed - or at the 
very least, making out with Philip. Ezra’s chest was solid, so I 
leaned into him, relaxing in the paternal shelter I’d been surviving 
for so long without. I knew he wasn’t really my dad and probably 
never would be, but he was warm and held me with something I let 
myself pretend was the purest kind of love. In my fantasy, I’d 
skinned my knee riding my brand new shiny bike (not the rusty one 
Ollie had found me from the neighbor’s trash, and Terence had 
fixed up). My dad would come running toward me and scoop me up 
off the ground, not annoyed at all if I cried. There would be no need 
to suck it up. He was stronger than all the things that broke me. 

I felt hot tears slide down my cheeks, followed by a semi-moist 
handkerchief wiping the dots of emotion away to salvage what was 
left of my pride. I was desperate for the shelter I knew I would be 
pushing away when my eyes opened again. 

So I kept my eyes shut tight, leaning on the father I never had. 
When a little feeling came back into my hands, I clung to Ezra, 
surprising both of us. I felt his arm slide under my knees, then he 
rocked back to sit on his butt. He pulled me onto his lap, swaying 
my body gently to soothe us both. ’'d not been held much as a 
child, and the difference good touch made was indescribable. I was 
curled up in a grown man’s lap like a baby, crying out years of 
pent-up loneliness coupled with the fear of waking up to 
suffocation. The sting of my own father never once coming to look 
for me to see if my knee was skinned poured out onto Ezra’s once 
white undershirt. The quiet song he hummed only to me sliced 
through the barrier of distance I usually regarded men with. I was 
broken, and he was gentle with the pieces. It was a surprisingly 
good fit. 

I clung to Ezra, wishing he wouldn’t disappear from my life with 
his superhero dad kind of amazingness, but I knew he and Bev 
would never last. I ignored my instinct to pull away and bunched 
my fist into his shirt, hoping my sheer force of will would hold him 


to this very spot until I pulled myself together and stopped needing 
a dad. The longing ripped at my heart, so my natural inclination 
was to rip at the skin on the backs of my hands. 

Ezra caught up my left hand in his, holding with a firm strength 
that told me I didn’t have to handle things by myself. That 
surviving didn’t have to hurt. That my dad would be there, and I 
could trust him not to leave. He pressed his cheek to my forehead as 
he rocked me for who knows how long. 

I’d been declared an adult by a judge at the age of fifteen, but 
now at twenty-two, I was finally a child. I hadn’t been a child in so 
very long. 

“[!m here, October Grace. I’m here,” Ezra whispered, tears 
dotting his eyes and falling into my hair. “Get that thing out of 
here, Von. I don’t care how much you love it.” 

“What am I doing?” I asked, not able to mask how very lost I 
was. I mean, I’d barely woken up and meandered onto a grown 
man’s lap. To say that I was lost was pretty apparent. 

“You’re breathing. That’s all you need to do now. We’ve been 
searching all night for you three. We had the baga root, and knew 
you wouldn’t last the morning. But we found you.” Ezra squeezed 
me, closing his eyes like a prayer. “The kingdom’s safe. The 
kingdom’s safe.” 

It was like being doused with cold water. Ezra wasn’t my dad. 
He cared about me in the way you care about your hammer. I was a 
tool to be put to work until my usefulness expired. Ezra loved his 
kingdom. He’d rushed all night to save my life because I was his 
hammer. Hammer, not daughter. 

I extracted myself from his embrace, only just now realizing I 
had an audience. There were a few new faces who’d just seen me 
fall apart like the child I knew I couldn’t afford to be. I gave Ezra 
back his handkerchief and offered him my hand to hoist him up, 
looking anywhere but into his aqua eyes that made me want to 
forget I was his hammer. “Hey, so there’s new people. Hi.” I held up 
my hand like it was the first day of school. “October.” 

The man to the right of Lang knelt before me, his towering six 
and a half feet lowered so his bowed head was level with my 
abdomen. “Lady October, forgive me. We searched all through the 
night, but couldn’t find you before the root began to wear off. ’m 
Klark, your servant.” 

“Uh, what?” 


The man to Lang’s left bent to one knee as well. “I’m Ruiz, and 
my sword serves your will.” 

I took a step back, shaking my head. Lang was patient with my 
confusion. “These are my most trusted men. Hard to come by trust 
in Sakuna among my father’s soldiers, but these are the ones to bet 
on. They’ll see us to the castle safely.” 

I was out of my element here, and the bowing wasn’t helping 
any. “Okay, thanks. But please get up. The bowing really isn’t for 
me.” 

Ruiz and Klark stood, perplexed and concerned. “Have we 
offended you, milady?” 

I looked to Mason, who puffed out his chest to mimic my 
queenly role and the pride I should take in doling out the pleasure 
of my mere presence. 

No. Just... no. 

“That’s not how I roll. If we’re traveling together, you don’t need 
to act like I need bowing to. I sleep on the ground just like you 
guys, so we’re cool.” I chucked Ruiz on the shoulder, smirking at his 
wide eyes. 

Mason groaned at my lack of decorum. “They’re addressing you 
as they should. You’re the Queen of Hayop, and they’ll respect you 
as such.” 

My nose crinkled. “Huh? I’m not a queen. I’m an asset. Big 
difference. And I’ve never even set foot in Hayop.” Then it dawned 
on me he was thinking about Kara. She’d been Queen of Hayop 
when Mason had been granted the crown for the short time he was 
in power. My correction was quiet, and I tried to keep my inflection 
kind. “I’m not your wife, Mason.” 

“Oh. Yes, of course. I know that. Obviously.” Mason’s cheeks 
flushed pink, and he turned away to go toward the main road. 
“They'll still bow to you. I’m firm on that. Omens hold even more 
clout than kings and queens.” 

I rolled my eyes to Ruiz and Klark. “Ignore him. He’s in a 
mood.” 

Ruiz and Klark exchanged uncertain looks when they rose 
slowly, as if unsure whether I might change my mind and off-with- 
their-heads them. Lang’s two besties both wore brown t-shirts and 
matching shorts with leather armor over their clothes. I realized 
they probably dressed to match the mud as camouflage. I looked on 
the towering men with new appreciation. 


Ruiz scratched his five o’clock shadow as he stood with his chest 
barreled. “Lady October, it’s a day’s walk to the castle where the 
main well is. Are you healthy enough for the journey?” 

I was the runt of the group, so I understood his assumption that 
I was more decorative than useful. “I’m fine, now that I can breathe. 
Minor detail.” I stretched and slid on the backpack I spotted on the 
ground at Lang’s feet. “Oh, cool. I was hoping Gerda and that kid 
found you with the stone. Trade you.” I slid Lang’s signet ring off 
my thumb and dropped it in his palm, grateful I hadn’t lost it. 

Lang nodded, exhaling with relief as he slid his ring back on his 
finger. “The boy will be rewarded in secret, so my father knows 
nothing of his help in hiding the sagrado stone.” 

I looked around for my favorite smarmy smirk. “Where’s Von? 
And where’d Edward wander to?” 

“I assume you mean the sigbin?” Ezra’s smile died on his face. 
“Sigbins are dangerous creatures, dear. I won’t have one tailing us 
through our journey. Von went to go take it to the main road to set 
it loose.” 

“Oh, you don’t know Edward like I do. He’s a puppy.” 

“Not a puppy. He’s a monster, trained to kill on command.” 

“Edward’s fine. Onward, boys.” I waved the guys forward and 
started toward the main road, trusting the others would follow 
behind if they felt like it. “Von?” I called when I saw his green t- 
shirt and black hair that stuck out at all angles. 

“November?” Von turned with a look of relief on his face. 
“Hey!” He held out his arms to me with that affectionate casualness 
he had with everyone. I fell into his embrace, muscling through the 
panic when it seemed like Von’s germs were nearer the surface than 
usual. I was now on my second day without medication, and I was 
starting to feel the damning pressure. 

Von squeezed me, lifting my feet off the ground. “Aren’t you 
supposed to be resting? I mean, you almost died, Peach. That was 
terrifying. I woke up to you gasping, and your lips were all blue. 
Then Mason and I realized the bit about the root, so Edward and I 
went in search of it. Your dog’s dead useful, by the way. He dug up 
a baga root about the same time Prince Langgam and Ezra found 
us.” He set me down, looking at me with ease to mask his worry. 
“T’ve never woken up next to a woman who was mid-suffocation 
before. Let’s not do that in our next life, yeah? Make sure you come 
back as a sexy librarian who’s also a marathon runner or deep sea 


diver. Someone with amazing lung capacity.” 

“Tll put in a formal request first thing. But we should get going. 
I don’t feel like waking up to not breathing again.” 

“Demanding little vixen, you are.” Edward came back to Von, 
whining with his tail between his legs as he licked my knuckle. “Go 
on, Edward. You know Ezra said you can’t chum with us.” 

I clicked my fingers to Edward and started down the trail toward 
the mountains. “It’s fine. Edward can stay.” 

Ezra and the others came up behind me and followed down the 
mud path. It was slightly elevated from the trees and the vast 
nothingness on the other side, so there were whole patches of dry 
dirt to walk on. “October Grace, I told you we can’t travel with a 
sigbin. It’s dangerous.” 

I kept walking with Edward on my left and Von on my right, 
who cast an apologetic glance at Ezra as we walked. “It’s fine, Ezra. 
The first time he eats out someone’s heart, I’ll start writing that 
apology note.” 

“Hilarious. This one seems docile now, but it’s not likely he'll 
stay that way. I have no idea why he’s been so compliant. I’m not 
willing to gamble your safety on the mercy of a monster.” 

“Edward doesn’t deserve to be ostracized. So he didn’t grow up 
with people who loved him. He has me now, and he’s not ready to 
give that up. Von tried to shoo him away, and he wouldn’t go. 
Edward knows who I am. He’s cool.” I reached down and patted 
Edward’s head, smiling when he ground his muzzle into my leg 
while I walked. 

“This is the exact opposite of what I asked you to do, kids,” Ezra 
said to Von and me with a frown. 

Von took the scolding with grace, matching my pace as I started 
walking faster to make better time. “I tried, Ezra. He wouldn’t leave 
her. Or me, actually. It’s not my fault that ’'m a fearsome dragon 
tamer.” 

I turned toward Ezra, still stinging from his hug that had turned 
sour. “Look, I appreciate where it’s coming from, but I’m not your 
kid. You care about the welfare of your country, and I get that. 
Edward is dead useful. He’ll make sure I’m safe. If I can keep an eye 
on him, he should be able to stay.” 

Ezra frowned. “I care about your safety, as well. You’re my 
daughter, and I think I have to right to be able to tell you not to 
play with killers.” 


“Then tell Lang to go on home. Tell Mason he’s no longer 
needed. How about you? How clean are your hands?” I felt a little 
bad for lashing out at him, but I didn’t much like being bossed. 
“And all due respect, but you’re not my dad. I know you're not 
going through with that marriage, so let it be what it is. You’re my 
co-worker.” 

Von let out a low whistle, and I felt a ping of guilt at my blatant 
attitude. 

Mason saddled up beside me and placed his hand on my back. 
“Excuse us for a moment. Sorry, Ezra. My charge doesn’t know 
what she’s saying. Go on ahead. We'll catch up after I’ve had a talk 
with her.” 

Ezra nodded, watching as I retracted from Mason and stood to 
the side with Edward while the others passed by. Mason squared his 
shoulders to mine and put his hands on my biceps, looking at me as 
if gearing up for a grounding. “What was that? Ezra’s been perfectly 
nice to you. He saved your life! This is how you thank him?” 

“!'m not giving up Edward, and I don’t much care for being 
bossed like I’m his kid. You want to have this same talk with him? 
You know Edward’s not dangerous to me.” 

Mason studied the defiance in my eyes. “Why are you being like 
this?” 

“You all want me to act like this important person who has all 
this power, but I’m not allowed to make small decisions, like 
whether or not I want a dog? How’s that measure up?” 

“Ezra’s a good man.” 

“T know that.” 

“He saved your life. He’s been searching all night for us with 
Prince Langgam.” 

“Yes, I know they need me alive for the safety of the kingdom. 
It’s a real heartwarming father-daughter tale of sending the 
unsuspecting girl into the lion’s den and then getting pissed when 
the girl makes friends with the lion.” 

“That’s how you see this?” 

“Tt’s how it is. Ezra’s a good guy, but I don’t need him to play 
the dad card when we all know what this is. I’m here because I 
drew the short straw from the genetic pool. At least let me keep the 
ounce of sunshine I found with my dog.” 

Mason dropped his hands from my arms and stood straighter, 
looking down his nose at me. “I thought I saw a glimmer of my 


wife’s nobility in you, but I was wrong.” 

I don’t know why I allowed his words to cut me, but they did. 
“Dude, I’m not your wife. I’m not Ezra’s daughter. I’m just me, and 
that should be enough for anyone who actually cares about me.” I 
clicked my fingers to Edward. “Come on, buddy. We’re falling 
behind.” 


Thirty-Five. 
The Prince’s 
Proposal 


I kept my distance from Mason and Ezra as we walked 


through the day and on into the evening. Mason, Von 
and I hadn’t eaten in almost two days, and it was 
starting to affect my energy level. I trudged on through 
the muck in my bare feet, the sagrado stone banging 
against the small of my back as the backpack shifted 
with every step I took. When the pointy end hit my 
spine in just the right way, I slid the pack off and moved 
off the path so the others could keep going. 

Mason took the pack by the strap and set it on the ground as I 
winced through a stretch. “I’ll carry this for a while. Give you a 
break.” 

“T can do it. It’s just poking my back, is all. I’m afraid it’s going 
to break my skin and Von’ll vamp out. Give it here. I know touching 
the backpack makes you uncomfortable.” I held out my hand to 
retrieve it from him. “I needed a two-second break. I’m good now.” 

“Ym more uncomfortable at the prospect of you being the only 
one who’s carrying anything heavy. You’ve done more than your 
fair share. It’s my turn. Now lift up your shirt.” 

I raised my eyebrow at Mason. “You’ve gotta know I’m not 
doing that. Dude, put some grease on it. Spread a little ‘you’re so 


beautiful’ before asking a girl to take off her shirt, not that I 
would’ve anyway.” 

Mason huffed. “I meant so I can see your back. Just a few 
inches.” 

“Oh. That sounds much better. It’s fine.” I hiked up my yellow t- 
shirt to show him my lower back, expecting maybe a little red mark 
or something. 

Mason hissed. “Ruiz, do you have any salve in your satchel? 
We're taking a break.” He lowered his voice to me, still holding the 
backpack as if carrying a bomb. “You should’ve told me it was 
hurting you sooner. It’s my job to make sure you don’t have to go 
through too much pain in all this.” 

“My pain?” I looked up at him, too tired to play games. “I 
crossed you off the list of people who care about my pain as soon as 
you went in for that second kiss. You care about your pain. It’s fine. 
It’s Darwinian. Just don’t lie about it. I’m not five.” I didn’t speak 
with an attitude, just without tact. 

Mason’s mouth fell open, speechless at the scolding. 

Ruiz pulled out a small unmarked tub of cream that was a sickly 
shade of greenish yellow. The others stretched and sat down to 
share from Lang’s men’s canteens. I didn’t want to think about the 
ramifications of putting an unnamed random mud concoction on 
my skin. I wanted to run from that little tub, but remained in place, 
not wanting to inflict my neurosis on poor Ruiz, who was only 
trying to help. I counted back from ten, readying myself to be cool 
about whatever was slathered on my back. 

“Ts it bad?” I asked. “I’m not bleeding, right?” 

Ruiz frowned when he took in the damage. “No. No blood. But 
your back is starting to bruise and blister. My ointment will speed 
the healing, but it can’t undo this.” Ruiz knelt down behind me, 
casting a sheepish grin up. His wide nose revealed four freckles I 
could now see, since he was finally shorter than me. “I apologize for 
kneeling. There’s just no other way for me to see what I’m doing.” 

“Very well, you may keep your kneecaps,” I ruled in my most 
queenly voice, grateful he chuckled and didn’t take me seriously. 
Edward sniffed Ruiz, who froze upon such close contact with the 
monster I adored. “It’s alright, Edward. He’s helping.” 

“T confess, I’ve never seen a sigbin so tamed. He even bites 
Prince Aranya on occasion.” 

“Who’s Prince Aranya?” 


“Prince Langgam’s older brother. Next in line for the throne, and 
totally undeserving of it. Most of Sakuna would follow Prince 
Langgam to the grave.” Ruiz paused before putting the germy glop 
on me. “I apologize. Some of your scrapes are lower on yout... I...” 

“T gotcha.” I rolled down the waist of my shorts an inch, hissing 
when the cold cream slathered over my skin. “Oh, that’s nice.” It 
tingled when the air hit it, sending a hot and cold sensation through 
my spine. I looked over my shoulder and found Ruiz blowing on my 
lower back. 

“You have to let it dry,” he explained apologetically. “The 
longer the salve stays on your skin, the better.” 

I nodded, rolling my shirt to be more of a halter. I tied it off 
below my breasts, while wishing for a sweater to cover my naked 
skin. 

“Nice,” Von teased me, pinching my stomach just to make me 
yelp. 

“Knock it off. I wouldn’t bother with it if it wasn’t actually 
painful.” 

“No, I think you look quite fetching.” Von took in my discomfort 
as my eyes shifted from side to side and my arms crossed over my 
stomach. “In fact, I think I’ll copycat that style.” He took his 
emerald t-shirt and rolled it up to reveal his toned midsection, 
trying to cinch it as I had, but coming up with no luck. “How did 
you manage that?” 

I laughed, and the motion felt amazing. I hadn’t laughed in a 
while. I reached out and tied Von’s shirt around his ribs to match 
me, grinning at his antics done just to lighten my mood. He hadn’t 
even touched me to pull my anxiety, but lifted a portion using only 
his strange personality. “You’re a diva if I ever saw one.” 

“Oh, you.” He motioned to his toned stomach. “But we’re 
looking for drop dead gorgeous. I would also have settled for lust- 
worthy, sexy beast, Von the Amazing Seducer of Women - just to 
give you a few ideas for next time you describe me to your 
girlfriends. I’ve got my eye on Stacy next. Then Christina. Then 
maybe I'll give Rachel another go.” 

“That’s quite the list.” 

“Well, I’m quite the guy.” He helped Ruiz to stand and raised his 
fist in the air. “Onward, soldiers!” 

Von looked hilarious with his haltered shirt. I was so distracted 
by the cuteness that I didn’t even mind it when his hand slid into 


mine. I knew he was pulling from me, but it didn’t remind me that I 
was the basket case among warriors. We were just two goofballs out 
for a walk in the too-hot summer. Von bumped his hip to mine as 
we led the way. “Do you mind if I see if Stacy’s up for giving me a 
tour of her bedroom?” 

I reminded myself of my firm placement in the friend zone and 
tried to make myself useful on the sidelines. “I can’t imagine she 
wouldn’t be. She’s usually up for anything if the guy’s cute enough. 
I recommend wearing exactly this when you hit on her.” I chuckled, 
squeezing his hand. “Oh! Ask her to do her British accent for you. 
It’s hilarious. Honestly, best laugh you'll have for weeks.” 

“Ts she all cockney?” 

“No, it’s completely Jamaican. I swear, she doesn’t even hear the 
difference.” 

“Well, that’s just wrong.” He rolled his shoulders as we walked 
through the mud. “I'll suffer through the accent mishaps if it takes 
the edge off for a night. It’s been too long. You’ve domesticated me, 
love.” 

“T can’t imagine anything more tragic.” I tried to let go of his 
hand, but he only held tighter. “Well, Mr. Brady, you can spend 
your nights however you like. Just make sure you’re home by 
morning to read your paper at the breakfast table and take our dog 
for a walk.” 

“Yes, dear.” He leaned over and kissed my nose, grinning when I 
swiped away the affection. “Wiping my love away, are you? Oh, 
you’re afraid some lone wolf might see and get jealous?” 

“No. It’s not that.” 

He looked over his shoulder to confirm we were a safe distance 
ahead of the others. “Look, date who you want. Mason’s a solid 
bloke usually, and he’s been one of my best mates for years. I’ve got 
nothing against Mason, but don’t let him use you like that anymore. 
Go make it with some lucky bloke who’s not loaded with baggage.” 

“Who would that be? I’ve had exactly one guy off and on in my 
life, and he cheated on me with my friend. I’m just not the dating 
type.” 

Von frowned. “When we get back, I’ll see to remedying that. I'll 
find you someone good. Someone really clean who gets off on 
washing his hands.” 

“I don’t need your help finding a boyfriend.” 

“Who said anything about a boyfriend? I’m just talking about a 


boy to neck with who won’t leave welts on you.” He motioned to 
the bruises on my collar with a guilty expression. “Have I said I’m 
sorry about that?” 

“Only every five minutes. I’m really fine. Fine about the neck 
stuff. Fine without a guy to take me out. I’m more the work type of 
girl than the dating type of girl.” 

“Boy, are you lucky I came along. These are your golden years. 
Use them unwisely.” He pinched my stomach again, smiling at my 
squeak and shove. 

“Would you knock it off?” 

“You’ve got this cute little defiant face where you scrunch your 
nose up. It’s like you think you’re going to be all scary. Downright 
adorable.” 

“Oh, hush.” 

Ruiz saddled up beside me, giving Edward a wary glance. He 
held his hands up to prove their innocence. “Excuse me, Lady 
October. May I ask you a few questions about your world? I’ve 
never met a human before.” 

“Oh, wow. No pressure. Sure. What do you want to know?” 

“Is everyone pale, like you? Your skin is so light.” 

“Oh, well, we’ve got all different shades up there, from lighter 
than mine to darker than yours. Just depends on genetics.” 

“Are they all short, like you and Lady Mariang?” 

I pursed my lips at being called short. “I’m not all that short. I’m 
mid-range for a girl my age. But I’m thinking people from Sakuna 
naturally run a little taller than us.” 

“How about terrain?” 

Ruiz fired question after question at me, and before long Klark 
chimed in with his own. I would’ve thought Lang might have 
answered some of the basics for his men, but when I thought about 
it, Lang stood out as a stranger when I’d first met him, so I couldn’t 
be sure how familiar he really was with my world. “When are you 
planning on moving into the mansion?” Lang inquired, participating 
in the discussion a little. 

“T’m not. I live at my house. You sent a spy to watch me sleep, 
you wang. You know that.” 

Von sniggered at my slang. 

Lang studied me with a superior eye, his thick lips pursed. “It’s 
not very well guarded. If my spy can get in, any number of things 
can get at you.” 


“Well, you stole me first, so here I am. And you infiltrated the 
mansion easy enough.” 

“That took weeks of planning, and it wasn’t easy at all. Your 
house? That was easy. If you don’t want to get snatched at by the 
others, you’ll move into the mansion.” 

I blinked up at him, the exhaustion and hunger making me 
slightly giddy. “Aw, you care about little old me? You want to make 
sure I’m safe? You’re a regular gentleman, you are. I take back the 
part about you being a wang.” 

Lang frowned at my joking nature. “If you die, the world dies. 
Of course I care.” 

“That’s it. It’s settled. You’re in love with me.” I elbowed Von. 
“You heard it, right?” 

Von grinned at the much-needed levity, walking in step with 
me. “I surely did. You might have to go through Mason, mate. Fair 
warning. He’s got it bad for your sweet November.” 

Mason glowered at Von. Lang spluttered, touching my arm. “I 
said nothing like that. I only meant...” 

I gasped dramatically at his fingers on my elbow. “Lang! Save 
something for the honeymoon! I mean, I am a lady.” I bristled, and 
then laughed when his mouth fell open in horror. 

“T don’t understand your humor,” Lang grumbled when he 
caught on that I was joking. “Are all humans so easily given to this 
kind of thing? I don’t like it.” 

“What humor? You just got down on your knee, asked me to 
marry you and told me you were madly in love with me.” 

“J did no such thing.” He turned to Ezra, frowning at the 
snickers coming from Ruiz and Klark. “Ezra, control your Omen.” 

I started talking wildly with my hands. “You said, and I quote, 
‘October Grace Reese, I was half a man before I met you. I cried 
myself to sleep every night until I saw your sunshine of a face. Now 
I skip in the meadows and pick flowers all day for you. Marry me, 
my beauty.’” 

“That’s what I heard,” Von chuckled. 

Ezra shook his head in feigned disappointment. “I had hoped 
you would’ve asked for my blessing first, Prince Langgam.” 

Ruiz and Klark both grinned at the scandal of mocking their 
prince. Ruiz laughed. “I heard exactly the proposal she described. 
Wasn’t there a song he sang to you, Lady October?” 

“There was. I think it was called, ‘I never should’ve abducted 


you, please let me buy you new shoes.’” 

Lang rolled his eyes at being jabbed at like one of the guys. 
“Fine. Pl buy you new shoes. You know, you can have whatever 
you want from any of our lands. That’s all standard for Omens.” 

“Really?” This was news to me. “Then I think the first thing I'll 
want is a big porch swing for the two of us to snuggle in. Can’t you 
just picture it? You and me, swinging while we hold hands and talk 
about growing old together.” 

Lang eyed me to make sure I was still joking. Finally, his frown 
gave way to a smile. “Yeah, alright. Keep it up.” 

“Oh, I have every intention of making this the longest walk of 
your life.” 

“So long as we get there eventually, I can handle that.” 

“T also want a wombat. Not a real one. That’d be crazy. A stuffed 
animal one. I’ve never seen a stuffed animal wombat before, and 
think they’d be cute. Put that on my list of presents you’re going to 
buy to make this all up to me.” 

“Sure thing. Keep it coming.” 

“T think I want to go on a spa weekend so I can get a mud bath. I 
haven’t had enough mud lately.” 

Von bumped his hip to mine. “Really? A mud bath. I can’t 
picture you doing that.” 

I raised my nose indignantly. “You’re not allowed to picture me 
in the bath. I’m getting married to Prince Langgam.” 

“Ah, of course. Apologies, milady,” Von said with a sweeping 
bow. 

“So you can say my full name and title. I didn’t think you 
capable,” Lang groused as he reached down to adjust the lace on his 
boot, pausing my progression. 

“Of course. But I assume you want me to call you something like 
‘sugar britches’ or ‘squeezy buns’ once we get married.” I mimed 
squeezing Lang’s tight backside while Von snorted. 

Lang was still on his knee when he touched my arm, gazing up 
at me with a serious look on his face. “October Grace Reese, I’ve 
never taken a wife, but now I see the error of my ways. My beauty, 
will you do me the great honor of...” And then he interrupted the 
speech that made my eyes go wide by smearing a fistful of mud on 
my cheek. “There. Now you can cross mud bath off your list. That 
present didn’t cost me a thing.” 

“Ack!” After Von gripped my shoulder to pull my impending dirt 


freak-out from me, I was back to swinging with the levity of the 
moment. I leaned forward and wiped my cheek on Lang’s shirt 
when he stood, grinning at his laughter that sounded actually 
joyful. It started from deep inside of him and bubbled out in 
luxurious waves that bathed everyone in something beautiful. I 
looked up at him with new appreciation, seeing just how much he’d 
needed to let go. “There you are,” I marveled, as if seeing him for 
the first time. “I like you much better with a smile. I feel like you 
might abduct me less.” 

Lang looked down at me with unconcealed affection for seeing 
his inner goofball and poking it until it came out. “Sure. Some 
abduction, but definitely less.” 

I dropped Von’s hand to clap. “He did it! He made a joke! Who 
knew you were funny? Well done, sugar britches. Well done.” 

Von held up his finger, his other hand gripping mine to calm my 
nerves while I breathed through icks of the mud splotches that 
clung to my face. “Is ‘squeezy buns’ not on the table, then? That’s 
the one I fancied.” 

Lang bowed to the peanut gallery, who clapped that he’d made a 
joke. We continued on our walk, and somewhere between the mud 
and the laughter, our group of royal misfits were starting to become 
a team. 


Thirty-Six. 
My Broken Music 


A. we neared the city, Von, Mason and I walked 


hand in hand in hand. The sun started to grow just as 
tired as I was, kissing the horizon and warning us to 
hurry. As the remnants of my medication left my system, 
they kept up a constant stream of slow pulling to stop 
me from regressing. 

Ruiz and Klark finally started to lighten up, though they still 
dipped their heads when speaking to me and referred to me 
repeatedly as “your grace” or “Lady October”. We were starting to 
inch more toward the feel of old buddies going for a hike, and it 
was nice. I felt Mason’s eyes on me, disapproving of my casual 
nature that no doubt was nothing like his perfect wife’s. I internally 
shrugged, ruling that it was probably a good thing that Mason was 
disappointed I wasn’t who he wanted me to be. 

Ezra was quiet until we neared the main city. “I move we break 
off a portion of the rock now for October Grace to hold. I don’t 
want any chance of this going awry.” 

“Sure. Do we have anything I can use to break it?” I asked, 
surprising Ezra with my compliance. I cast him a bland smile. I 
didn’t not like the guy. I just didn’t like him pretending to be my 
dad so he could boss me around. I also didn’t care for the too 
vulnerable way I’d let my guard down with him, only to find he was 
protecting his asset, not his daughter. If he could be a co-worker 


without muddying the lines, I could play along. 

Ezra raised both eyebrows at my non-attitude, and I felt a little 
bad about that. I really wasn’t a jerk; I just didn’t like being played. 
“Um, sure. Of course. Perhaps the hilt of Mason’s machete?” 

Mason was already unsheathing his sword, though he didn’t give 
it to me. He gave me the backpack as if handing me the Holy Grail, 
which to them, I guess it was. We moved off the trail further into 
the woods so we couldn’t be seen by passersby. Edward whined 
when I told him to go stand with Von. “Go on, baby. Go to your 
daddy. I mean it. I don’t want you turning to stone.” 

Prince Langgam let out a short whistle I could tell Edward didn’t 
like. He snorted and sat at Von’s feet while Mason and I went 
deeper into the woods. His tone wasn’t unkind, but it wasn’t 
friendly, either. “Here. Just break off a portion. Remember, we need 
six pieces, one for each region.” 

“Got it.” 

Mason backed up in case any shards broke loose and went 
flying, watching with trepidation as I unzipped the filthy backpack 
and slid out the other backpack Danny had used to double-wrap it 
inside. In that one was the rock, which lit up when I touched it. 

I examined the doorstop my family had owned since childhood. 
It still looked ordinary, like a cheap eighties novelty toy. Judging by 
Mason’s gasp when it lit up, the rock’s mundane appearance was 
part of its charm. I set it on the forest floor and aimed the hilt of 
Mason’s machete to it, taking a few practice blows before whacking. 
I couldn’t decide where to hit it. I divided the stone in my mind into 
six equal pieces, but the rock was unevenly shaped, so I knew no 
matter how I hit it, the pieces would be impossible to make 
perfectly even. “Mason, what if one region gets a slightly bigger 
piece than another? Would that matter?” 

“No. Just a piece of the rock in the water will cure most 
everything in the region that can be fixed by nature.” 

“Okay.” I aimed at a different spot, hesitating longer than I 
knew was acceptable. I couldn’t get it perfect. The pieces would be 
uneven. 

After a few minutes of waiting patiently, Klark came over to 
check on our progress. “Do you need something to better break the 
stone with? I can travel into the city and get you a hammer, if you 
prefer.” 

“No. Thanks, though. I’m almost there.” 


“Tt’s just that we’re losing the light.” 

I nodded, biting my lip as I aimed at the stone. “Sorry. I can do 
better.” 

Mason cleared his throat. “Stop a second. Let me pull a little 
more from you before you try again. I can practically see your 
insides building up.” 

I nodded, ashamed at my limitations. I walked over to Mason 
instead of making him go near the rock. He could have just touched 
my elbow, but instead he squared his shoulders to me and massaged 
both my arms, tugging some of my tension out so it didn’t take me 
over. “What’s wrong?” he asked me with actual compassion shining 
through in his eyes. It was the first time in hours he’d looked on me 
with actual kindness instead of veiled irritation. 

“Ym having some trouble,” I admitted. “It won’t break evenly, 
no matter how I do it. It won’t be perfect.” 

Mason touched me under my chin and lifted so I was blinking 
up at him. “Hani, nothing’s perfect. We just work with what we 
have.” 

“But itll be uneven. Are you sure we can’t get a saw or 
something?” 

“T’m sure. Let’s break off a piece and be done with it. We’ll go 
straight home and you'll never have to come back to Sakuna ever 
again.” 

“Promise?” 

“If we hustle, you can be in your shower in less than an hour.” 

“You’ve never been more beautiful than when you say sexy 
things like that to me.” I’d meant it as a joke, but the desire in his 
stormy gaze was palpable. His focus drifted to my lips as his tongue 
moistened his. 

Mason’s grip was firm as he drew me even closer, his mouth an 
inch from mine. “Let me take you home. Get you out of these 
clothes.” Then before I could brace myself, his lips caressed mine, 
my stomach banging around as the red and yellow swirled up and 
painted his face with smears of color. One lonely flute started to 
play a melancholy Irish tune. Mason was highlighted in a halo of 
yellow as we kissed, looking like a work of art I wanted to throw 
my arms around and make out with until we couldn’t take it 
anymore. I also wanted to run away from him. A little bit, I wanted 
to punch him. It was his one kiss of the day I’d allotted us, and 
dang, if it didn’t take my breath away. 


I wanted to forget. I wanted to close the door on Sakuna, 
Terraway, all the death and even Mason. It was _ probably 
counterintuitive to kiss him hoping for a few minutes of forgetting 
him, but it worked. The lone flute was joined by three more, then 
four. Then a whole smattering of flutes started drowning out the 
things that weighed me down. 

We were music, and it was a beautiful thing. 

The passion came crashing to a halt when his grip migrated to 
my waist, and he accidentally squeezed the bruises and blisters on 
my lower back. “Ow! Yeah, that’ll do it.” I jumped away, my back 
burning as the music and colors gave way to the brown terrain. I 
looked up, hoping to see Mason looking at me in that way he did 
when he thought I was funny, but his eyes were still closed. Then 
he gripped his heart and stumbled backwards, opening his eyes in 
wonder as he took in my face. 

Only he wasn’t seeing me. I could tell that he was seeing his 
wife. 

I should’ve expected the crash that seemed to accompany being 
kissed too beautifully, but it always caught me off guard. I walked 
back to the stone, picked up the machete, selected a corner at 
random, and set to breaking off a piece. Even after I finally cracked 
through, Mason was still holding his heart, that dazed grin on his 
face as he watched me be Kara. 

My hands burned with the need to be scratched. I slid the larger 
portion of the rock back into the first carrier, then into the second 
backpack, zipping everything up and sliding it on my back with the 
spare piece clutched in my hand like a baseball. I didn’t look at Von 
as I rejoined the gang, nor did I make eye contact with Ezra, who I 
could see in my periphery was watching me with unconcealed 
sadness. “It’s done. I’ve got the piece here in my hand, so no one 
come near me, okay?” 

Von kept a safe distance as we started walking. “You did good, 
Peach.” 

“It’s not even. I mean, it’s not a true sixth. I think it’s a little 
smaller than it should be.” 

“That’s alright.” Von watched me warily. “Could you stop that?” 

“What?” 

“You’re scratching your hand again. Please, November. I’m 
starting to get hungry. I’m doing my best here. You can’t scratch 
yourself. I can’t pull from you when you're holding the rock like 


that.” 

I slid the baseball-sized chunk into the front zipper pouch, and 
everyone’s stress went down a noticeable degree. Von reached for 
my hand, but I couldn’t touch him. “No. It’s the germs. I can’t do it. 
I’m sorry.” 

Von didn’t say anything to my dysfunction. He merely put his 
hand on my back and rubbed my shoulder as we walked. He was 
kind to me when I didn’t deserve it. 

“No, Mason,” I heard Ezra say with a stern tone when Mason 
saddled up on my other side. “You take up the rear. You’ve carried 
on enough. You’re done now.” Ezra had that paternal tone I’d heard 
dads on TV use when their kid came home late or got in trouble for 
something or other. I don’t know why it softened me, but I began to 
relax in Von’s half-embrace as we walked through the night toward 
the village. Though I couldn’t cure myself, I hoped to have Sakuna 
cured within the hour. 


Thirty-Seven. 
Counting 


W... we reached the city, it was decided I would 


wait with Von and Mason just outside in the woods. 
Lang and the guys went with Ezra to throw the stone in 
the well. 

The contents of Ruiz’s satchel were emptied into Klark’s, and the 
stone segment was carefully placed in Ruiz’s bag. Ruiz took the 
burden with a grave sense of honor, gripping my shoulder as if we 
were engaged in some sort of ceremonial passing of the baton. 
“Thank you, Lady October. Thank you for all you’ve done for our 
people. It’s been a privilege to journey with you.” 

“Thanks for keeping me company and showing me around.” 

“Tl be sure to return your fiancé to you within the hour.” 

I managed a grin, winking at Lang. “See you soon, squeezy 
buns.” 

Lang actually smiled at me, shaking his head at the levity I’d 
sown that had sprouted into little bits of hope growing into new air. 
One day I wished for him to enjoy a life without so much secrecy 
and duty. 

Lang stiffened when he addressed Mason and Von. “Take my 
bride deep into the woods and wait for us there. I’ll bring you all to 
the surface as soon as we finish up.” 

Mason, Von and I turned back to the woods with Edward as 
soon as the four left for the city gate. I could see two-story buildings 
poking out over the stone walls that lined the main city, housing 


the important people. Toward the back was a large gray stone castle 
with a tower in the center shooting up to serve as the highest 
manmade point in the nation. It was hard to think of that being 
someone’s childhood home, but it had been Lang’s. It looked cold, 
and I now knew that just wasn’t him. 

Von and Mason picked a spot to wait far away from the main 
road, but I was too keyed up to sit with them. Edward and I 
wandered a few feet deeper, leaving the backpack with them so I 
could count the trees. I know that sounds lame, but counting was a 
habit I fell into on the days I went off my meds. It was soothing, 
and helped organize my brain when everything seemed too out of 
place. I was a big fan of even numbers, so I counted by twos, ticking 
off marks on my arm when I hit the next grouping of fifty. I had a 
thing about groupings. So soothing. 

Von’s hand on my shoulder made me jump, so engrossed was I 
in the counting. “Okay, you have to stop. You’re going to break the 
skin, and I haven’t eaten anything all day.” His nose wrinkled. “You 
haven’t eaten in two days. That can’t be good. Mason’s started 
complaining. What are you going to get on your pizza?” 

“You’re making me lose count. Now I have to start over.” I 
began counting again, jumping by twos and growing more content 
while giving in to my anxiety. It was an odd little dichotomy. 
Counting relaxed me for a time, until the scales tipped and I 
couldn’t stop. I knew I was on what my therapist had called “the 
path to danger,” but as I was already in danger and had a mini 
dragon as a pet, I figured one more threat to my sanity couldn’t 
hurt all that much. 

“What are you counting?” 

“The trees.” 

“You’re joking. Why?” 

I rubbed my forehead, losing my place again. “I like to count 
them. Is that alright?” 

Von wrapped his arms around my waist from behind and leaned 
me to his chest. “Okay. Wow. You're overloaded with stress. This 
is... It’s like every time I stop touching you, it starts building up 
with a vengeance. What are you upset about?” 

“I’m not upset. I’m counting.” 

Von was quiet while he held me, offering his forearm for me to 
make little ticks on when I reached the next fifty. His chin rested 
atop my head as he pulled from me while Edward sniffed by our 


feet. The outlines of some of the trees in the distance were harder to 
make out, so I couldn’t be sure I was getting an accurate count 
unless I touched them. 

I needed to touch them. I lifted my foot to move toward the 
darkness, but made a quick decision and gripped Von’s arm, my 
panic peaking. “Don’t let me touch the trees,” I whispered, knowing 
if I started, I would never stop. The obsessive touching was the 
tipping point where the counting started being a detriment rather 
than a soothing balm on my splintered brain. 

“What?” 

“T want to touch them, but you can’t let me. If I start touching 
them, I won’t be able to stop.” 

“Mason! Get your hairy arse over here.” He waited until Mason 
joined us. “She’s cracked. That medication’s no joke. She needs it 
now. I’m pulling, but it’s barely making a dent.” 

Mason lifted my chin up to look into my eyes, but I barely saw 
him. All I saw were the trees that needed counting. There was no 
order to them, and I had to be the one to put them right. “If only 
they’d been planted in neat little rows. That would be perfect. 
Twenty rows. Twenty rows by one hundred trees. That would be 
perfect. Maybe even one hundred twenty trees to a row. No, maybe 
one hundred forty. That would be perfect.” 

“What’s wrong with you?” Mason asked, though he said it like 
he was pleading a prayer, begging for answers as to why I couldn’t 
stop counting, and why I sounded like a crazy person. 

That’s the thing about love. You don’t want to believe the person 
you’re kissing could be cracked, but Mason finally understood that 
part of me was, and might always be. 

Mason blocked my view by gripping the back of my head and 
pressing my face to his chest, but I still saw the trees in my mind’s 
eye. I counted them there, whispering the numbers and putting 
them in perfect rows like obedient soldiers who didn’t need to ever 
step out of line. Mason whispered a pained, “You have to stop, hani. 
You can’t be broken. I need you strong.” 

I was sandwiched between Mason and Von while Edward 
whined. He whined three times, which was an odd number. I didn’t 
much care for those. 

“Someone’s coming,” Von whispered. “My spidey senses are 
tingling.” 

Not five minutes later, my counting was interrupted by the 


sound of too many marching feet coming toward us. Then I heard 
shouts of, “I found them!” 

Mason pulled back, his senses on high alert. “Take her deeper 
into the woods! Run until you don’t hear us anymore.” 

“What? No! We can’t split up.” I was scared to leave him to fend 
off an army. 

“Tt’s done.” Mason pecked my lips, handed me the backpack and 
sent us off. 

Von and I were barefoot and running through the woods with 
Edward leading the way. Von hissed when a branch broke the skin 
on my arm, but he seethed through his teeth and we kept up our 
pace. We didn’t stop for breath. We didn’t stop for anything. I 
couldn’t count fast enough, and the number of trees started piling 
up. 
That hardly mattered when the soldiers had boots to charge 
after us with, making far better time than we could in bare feet. 
With tears in my eyes, I stopped and wrapped the strap of the 
backpack around Edward’s neck. “Go, Edward! Don’t let them get 
the stone! Run! Take it to Ezra!” 

No sooner had Edward bounded on ahead of us did an arrow 
sink itself into the back of Von’s thigh. He turned with a yelp that 
quickly mutated into a hiss. “Run, Peach!” he ordered. Then he 
lunged at the dozen men who were hot on our heels. He growled 
like a rabid animal, and I could tell without looking that his fangs 
were bared as he attacked, taking them down with his best weapon. 

I didn’t look to see what was happening; I only knew that three 
men were still giving chase. Three was an odd number. I didn’t 
much care for those. 

I cried out when I felt a greasy hand grip my shoulder, infesting 
me with a flood of germs. My shouts stopped when he tackled me to 
the ground. 

Then the numbers stopped. 

In fact, just about everything stopped when I hit my head on a 
rock, and the world went dark. 


Thirty-Eight. 
Caged Omen 


I awoke to total darkness, and for a second, I was 


afraid ’'d somehow been blinded. I pawed at the ground, 
feeling concrete beneath me. The ground was freeze- 
your-bra cold, and the silence was so thick, I could 
practically feel it on my skin. My joints felt years older 
than they were as I pushed myself up off the ground, 
shivering in my filthy t-shirt and shorts. 

I took three steps forward and hit my face on iron bars. As my 
hands felt each bar, the panic built up in me. I was in a cell. 

The irony of a prison nurse being locked in a jail cell was not 
lost on me. I knew of quite a few inmates who would give up their 
contraband cigarettes for a picture of this. I rattled the cage and 
shouted, but it did little good. 

I heard footsteps, and I didn’t know whether to be relieved or 
petrified. A door creaked open and the slow cackle of a woman’s 
evil laughter flowed through the room, along with a dozen tiny 
flapping wings. “This is her? This is the new Omen? She’s barely 
more useful than Mariang, and that girl’s on her last leg. And you 
thought we could get along without Sama’s rations. This is why, 
Langgam. This is why you’re not next in line for the throne.” 

Lang’s response was short and clipped, and my heart soared 
when I heard his voice. It anchored me so I didn’t feel like I was 
drifting in the sea of dark nothingness. “She’s new still. The 


numbers are far better since she’s started, Luna. You see our suns 
are steadier since she was awakened, and the buhay has been 
growing taller. Be a slave to Sama all you want; I won’t give up like 
that. Not when there’s hope.” 

I wanted to rally at the sound of a familiar voice, but I guessed 
he was keeping his distance to maintain his spy status to his sister. 
“What do you jackholes want?” I seethed in the darkness. 

“She’s a feisty one,” Luna mused, running her finger over the 
bar. “Do you want to eat, littke Omen?” Her voice was patronizing, 
like I was a pet. 

“T want to go home. Where am I?” 

“You’re in the Sakuna underground. This is our kingdom, not 
yours.” She turned to Lang. “Pretty hair. I can see why you made a 
fool of yourself trying to get her spared from Sama. But it’s her he 
wants, so it’s her he’ll get.” 

Lang made a noise of disinterest, and I wanted to punch him for 
it. He was turning out to be a terrible fake fiancé. The door opened 
again, letting in no light to let me know where Von and Mason 
were. 

“Good evening, Lady October,” came an unfamiliar voice. “I’m 
King Geon. My eldest son, Prince Aranya, brought you here on my 
request.” 

I said nothing to this. I couldn’t even see the man who was 
addressing me. I wondered if this wasn’t one of their tactics — 
keeping me in the dark to break me down. I’d seen what solitary 
could do to a man. 

“You’re unhappy with your lodging? I can’t say I blame you.” 
Geon sounded almost kind, welcoming me as if I was a houseguest 
there on my own free will. “My Aranya had to act quickly to 
capture you. When Langgam reported back that you’d found the 
sagrado stone, well, I knew I just had to meet you. Tell me, where 
did you put the stone?” 

I debated between spitting in his direction and not answering at 
all. The debate went on too long, so silence was the thing I stuck 
with. 

The king continued as if we were sitting down to tea. “I 
expected as much cooperation. After all, Ezra found you first. 
Probably poisoned you against me. I merely wanted to see the 
stone, make sure my people got their fair share. You know we’re the 
first ones the famine affects. When Lady Mariang doesn’t meet her 


quota for the day, we suffer the most. You can imagine how the 
sagrado stone might be of interest to me.” He waited for a response, 
and continued when I offered nothing. “Sama’s promised us many 
things if we deliver the rest of the stone to him after taking our 
share.” He leaned forward, and though I couldn’t see him, his 
pointed snarly speech let me know he was looking right at me. I 
made sure not to cower. “Make no mistake, child, I will have that 
stone.” 

Again I said nothing, gripping the bars in the utter blackness. I 
held onto them as if they centered me to the planet, the unending 
void of darkness sucking at me and making me feel a little off my 
balance. 

Lang spoke up. “Father, Aranya’s men didn’t find the stone on 
her. We have no idea if she even has it. It’s all still rumor at this 
point. When I was up there, I didn’t actually see the stone. I 
reported back what the council discussed, not what I saw with my 
own eyes.” My ears perked up as Lang fed me details of the new 
truth. He’d told Ezra that his spies had seen me with the stone in 
Bev’s trailer, but he’d hidden that gem from his own father. I heard 
his loyalty ring true, and it was enough to center me while I tried to 
stay calm. I knew Lang was remaining close so he could help me, 
but the help didn’t seem to be near enough for me to touch just yet. 

“No, but I assume Ezra brought her down here to start splitting 
up the stone and take it to the nations. Why else would she be in 
our country? If she has it, she no doubt buried it in the woods 
Aranya’s men found her hiding in. If we keep her locked up in here 
for a few months, the stone stays with us.” 

“Tf ’m stuck down here, I can’t reap, and the nations will slowly 
start to starve again!” I blurted out. 

I heard the smile in Geon’s voice. “So you can speak. Good to 
know your tongue has use. I’ll be sure my men don’t pull it out of 
your head, then.” He chuckled, and I guessed he could see my 
horrified expression in the dark, even though I still couldn’t see the 
details of anything. “You'll keep us company until we have the 
stone, or until the countries who didn’t send enough aid to us start 
to collapse. Sama will be pleased either way. If we give him the rest 
of the stone, he’ll be happy. If you don’t have the stone and we keep 
you here so the other nations are starved into taking Sama’s rations, 
he’ll be thrilled.” A glimmer of bitterness sunk into his voice. “He 
loves being the one that kings answer to. Necessary evil to feed my 


people.” 

“You’ve got to know I won’t go along with that.” 

“T don’t need your compliance. I have my cage.” The smile in his 
voice was wicked as he flicked his finger to one of the iron bars. 
“And I have your Duwendes. I wouldn’t have believed it if I didn’t 
see it with my own two eyes. Two Duwendes for one little Omen. 
No doubt that'll be how all Omens are awakened from now on.” 

Panic gripped me around the throat. “Where are they? What 
have you done to them?” 

“My men tell me you’ve been stirring up trouble in our ranks. 
We lost many in the uprising yesterday. Mason forgets his new 
place too often for my liking. He could have been welcomed like a 
king, but he’s chosen to live amongst the dead. Now that he’s your 
Reaper? I’ll keep him here until my men can knock some sense back 
into him. They’ve got sturdy clubs for such things. And Von? Well, 
he’s just good sport. Vampires are an easy mark, especially the 
stubborn ones who drag out their transition.” 

I kept my mouth shut, but I was sure the pounding of my heart 
was audible. 

Five small points of light suddenly glowed in front of me, 
shedding some much-needed illumination on my surroundings. 
Upon closer inspection, the lights were fingers, casting dimly upon 
the brown, round Santa-like face of King Geon, who was almost 
seven feet tall. 

My anger was fresh, but sadness controlled my mouth. “Why? 
Why are you doing this? You'll starve people you’ve never even 
met. You know Mariang can’t keep up with the demand. And giving 
Sama more power? You’ve got to be smarter than this.” 

“You sound like Ezra. I was the first to build a relationship with 
the Immortal King. I let him come in with his aid when the other 
countries were turning up their noses at his rations. Before you 
came along, a few others started begging for his help. Pll be 
rewarded for my faithfulness, coming to him and trusting him first.” 

I rubbed my temples. “People who want more power rarely 
share any. Read a book, dumbass.” 

Evil Santa chuckled, looking to the snotty woman on his right. 
“Oh, let me have some fun with her first, father.” Lang’s sister had a 
pinched nose and tangled brown curly hair down to her waist. She 
wore gauzy gray wizarding robes and a sneer that looked 
permanent. 


“Let me go,” I seethed. 

Santa Geon wore brown pants, a ruffled white pirate-looking 
shirt and a long red robe that touched the floor. The geometric 
tattoo that curled along the side of his face was much like Lang’s, 
and when Luna came closer, I saw she had one, as well. The gold 
crown on Geon’s head glinted against the darkness, catching on the 
small pinpricks of light. “Oh, child. How disorganized Ezra must be 
if he didn’t think to educate you on our kind yet. I care nothing of 
the nations who didn’t send enough aid while my people slowly 
starved. Let them burn. I would’ve thought the gem who 
vanquished the entire race of Goblins in a breath would understand 
that. Don’t pretend to grow a conscience now. I liked you better 
when you were utterly ruthless.” 

I flinched at the sore spot of my role in the undoing of the 
Goblin race. Everything in me despised Geon, especially when he 
laughed at my fuming. I refused to cower, though I was weak, 
starving and tired. “Why am I in jail? What law did I break?” 

Geon tsked me as if I was a petulant child. “Now, now. I have a 
special guest coming who desperately wants to meet you. His army 
should be here in a couple days, just as soon as my men can send 
word after they burn the last of the buhay.” He pulled out a key that 
was so filthy, I cringed at the state of the pocket it emerged from. 
He unlocked the door and let himself into my cell, smiling as I 
glowered. My fists clenched as I readied for a fight. “I’ve assured 
the kingdom that you will cooperate. I trust no more uprisings will 
be happening in your name. You'll stay here until you either give 
me the stone, or until Sama himself decides the other countries 
have suffered enough famine. He can do with the stone as he 
wishes, so long as we get our piece of it.” 

I shifted away from him until my back hit the corner of the cage. 
“T don’t know what sort of negotiation this is, but it’s sucky. Some 
king you are if you’re locking up fifty percent of your food 
suppliers. All Sama has to do is stop giving you the rations, and 
you’re in the same boat as everyone else. I didn’t bring any stone 
here, so I can’t wait to see how this all plays out.” I laid my bluff 
out for him to inspect, my arms crossed over my chest. “Only this 
time the severe famine won’t be the luck of the draw. It’ll be your 
fault for locking up an Omen. How well do you think Sama’s going 
to be able to protect you when word gets around that this famine’s 
on you? Where’s this almighty bringer of doom now? How far away 


is his aid? Where was he during the uprising when your own people 
slaughtered your soldiers? So far this Sama jaggoff seems super 
helpful,” I added sarcastically. I let out a scoff filled with probably 
too much attitude. “You’re burning your food in anticipation of 
rations coming. They’re not actually here, you know. You still need 
me to be reaping. What if Sama changes his mind? What if one of 
the nations attacks Sama’s army and steals the rations? Your people 
will die in days because I’m down here, and the stone isn’t. You’re 
an idiot.” 

Geon’s amused smile mutated to a sneer. In the next beat, he 
raised his fist and struck out at me, knocking me across the face 
before he exited the cage. Maybe I would’ve been able to defend 
myself if ’'d had a bit more light to work with. My cheekbone 
throbbed, and I knew I'd have a shiner in the morning. 

I’'d made Geon lose his temper, which meant I was winning. I 
needed him to doubt his plan, to think that I truly had never seen 
the sagrado stone before. 

“Tll teach you how to speak to a king! Lock her back up until 
she learns some respect.” 

“Fine!” I banged on the bars when Lang secured the iron cell. 
“Lock me up and let your people die. I can tell you really give a 
crap about your nation. No wonder you guys are starving. Pride 
before practicality. It’s how all the great nations fell. Whoever gave 
you a crown clearly believed in nepotism.” 

Geon cringed, turning to me with a livid glare that was lit by his 
five fingerlights. “Perhaps you don’t care about your own life, the 
way you throw yourself in front of danger.” He turned to Luna. 
“Should we bring the disgrace to her? Let her see what we’ve done 
to her Duwendes?” 

Luna let out a deliciously evil laugh that all mean junior high 
girls had down pat. “Not yet. The guards are having too much fun 
breaking him down.” 

I wanted to rage against the bars, but knew that would only 
confirm they’d hit a sore spot. I was desperate to get Mason and 
Von back, but I couldn’t let them know which buttons to press to 
make me jump. 

When Geon was conversing with Luna, I made eye contact with 
Lang. He lifted his chin and made a gesture with his hand at his 
side for me to calm down and wait it out. He inched closer to the 
bars, and I saw in his hand a bit of the baga root I knew I wouldn’t 


be able to breathe without in a few hours. I snatched it and shoved 
it in my mouth, chewing and swallowing before Geon turned 
around. My heart was racing, but I was breathing. Lang just bought 
me another day. 

I didn’t want to be in this cell another minute. 

“Langgam, see to it the child gets a drink of water. It won’t do to 
have her up and die in here. Imagine Ezra’s protest then. I daresay 
he may even raise his voice.” Geon and Luna laughed as they exited 
together, leaving Lang with me in the dark. 

Lang’s fingers lit up, sending flickers of candlelight over both 
our faces. He reached through the bars and held onto my hand. “So 
cold,” he said of my fingers. His eyebrows pulled together in 
concern. “Stay strong. They won’t hurt you more than a few 
punches. Sama wants you alive, and at this point, he’s the only 
voice Father’s listening to.” His other hand reached through the 
bars so he could sweep his thumb over my cheekbone. “He got you 
good, didn’t he.” 

I couldn’t put words to the pain that still radiated across my 
face. “Lang, if the big bad baddy’s army is on its way, I shouldn’t be 
here!” 

“Youre in our prison, which is warded against any kind of 
porting. I would sneak you out, but the hallway is lined with 
guards. Be patient, hani. I promise I’ll get you out before then.” 

“Von and Mason,” I begged. “If you can’t get me out, then at 
least get them Topside.” 

“The guards are working over Von and Mason for information 
right now. They’ve even fitted Mason with a collar to keep him 
from turning into a wolf, or from porting Topside.” 

I shuddered to think of the medieval torture I could only guess 
at the brutality of. If I thought I was panicked before, it was nothing 
to how I felt now. “You have to rescue them! You can’t let them get 
hurt like this! Go!” 

“Ruiz is trying to get himself assigned to Von’s detail. Once he’s 
in, he’ll have a better way to sneak Von out.” 

“Where’s Ezra?” 

“Trying the diplomat route with Aranya, my brother. He’s in a 
state down there. He’s sent word to the other rulers, so hopefully 
theyll get here before Sama’s army does. They can demand you 
better than just Ezra can. Ezra doesn’t have an army. The kings in 
Terraway have threat of war they can hold over Father’s head.” He 


pulled my hand out through the bars and blew his warm breath on 
my icy knuckles. “If Sama’s army gets here before the others, Pll 
find a way to sneak you out.” 

“Save Mason and Von first!” I begged again, growing frantic. 
“They don’t deserve this! You have to find them. Please, Lang!” 

Lang’s face fell. “It’s too late for Mason. They’d done their 
damage before I heard you’d been captured. Ruiz can help Von.” 

“Too late?” My mouth went dry and my palms started sweating. 
“You don’t mean...” 

“No, but I’m sure he’ll wish for death soon enough.” 

“Please, Lang. You have to get them out! Your dad’s cracked!” 

“Why do you think I’ve been helping you in secret? I know, hani. 
Stay strong.” He squeezed my fingers and pressed them to his lips 
before releasing me. He examined the fear in my face with sadness. 
“No wife of mine will be put to death in my father’s dungeon. I'll 
find a way out soon.” 

“Hurry, Lang.” I couldn’t help the pathetic note that snuck 
through my resolve to stay strong. “I don’t like it in here.” 

Lang drew my face to the bars so he could brush a kiss to my 
unmarked cheek. It was my blip of warmth in the cold, and I was 
grateful for the kindness. “Be patient, sweet girl.” 

Then he left me in the dark where there was nothing for me to 
do but count. 


ae 


I KNEW THERE WERE FIFTY-seven bars on the cell that caged me 
in like a bird in her pajamas. Fifty-seven was an odd number. I 
didn’t much care for those. The compulsion to touch the bars was 
strong, so I counted them, running my knuckle across each one in 
case my figure was wrong and it was actually the nice even number 
of fifty-eight. Or sixty. Sixty was divisible by ten - a nice, round 
number. I liked those. 

Fifty-seven again, so I started over, touching more times than 
necessary just because I needed to. I needed to touch things. If I 
touched the bars, maybe Bev wouldn’t be so unhappy. Maybe she’d 
look at me and smile, like Judge, Darius and Terence’s mama, who 
before she passed, hugged her hoodlum boys like they weren’t 
capable of committing a whole slew of crimes. She positively 
beamed when her boys came home. Maybe if I touched the bars and 


came up with sixty this time, Bev would look at me in the same way 
Mama McCray had lit up for her children. 

If I touched the bars, Allie might come back to me. She would 
decide she’d had enough space from us. I’d wake up and she’d be 
there, making eggs and pancakes with too much maple syrup. When 
we’d moved out, one thing she insisted on was only ever buying 
real 100% maple syrup. She was amazing like that. 

If I touched the bars, Von would be okay. He’d smile and finally 
show me some of his paintings I’d been too shy to ask about. Mason 
would be fine if only I touched the bars. He’d come bust me out and 
look at me as if I was the thing that was precious to him, not the 
ghost of someone else I’d never measure up to. 

I clawed at my arms, desperate for some kind of relief from the 
darkness that gnawed at my insides. I don’t know how long it was 
until I fell asleep, but my eyelids closed finally, and somehow the 
darkness I chose felt less oppressive than the one that had been 
chosen for me. 


Thirty-Nine. 
My Beautiful 
Distraction 


M, dream life took off like I was being sucked into 


a vortex, dropping me into my house, which had been 
freshly polished. I could smell the homemade cleaning 
solution I’'d always been a little proud of. It left 
everything smelling like lemon, lavender and a touch of 
vinegar. There were no footprints marring the carpet, 
but perfect vacuum lines that felt like a red carpet rolled 
out for yours truly. 

I inhaled deeply, collapsing on the couch and picking up a mug 
of tea that my dream self was nice enough to have ready for me. It 
was sweetened with honey and lemon, just the way I like it. 

“I was hoping to run into you here,” said a deeply masculine 
voice that warmed me. 

I turned to see the white-blond hair and hard body of Philip 
suddenly sitting on the couch next to me. I was relieved to see the 
pretend perfect guy I’d conjured up in my dreams to makeout with 
and chat about stupid stuff. Philip was a great distraction, and boy, 
did I ever need that now. I smirked at him. “You should’ve said, 
‘Come here often?’ That’s a better obvious pickup line.” 

Philip chuckled, reaching out to pull me into his side so he could 
trace the curve of my hip. He gave me a delicious kiss that made us 


both inhale at the sweetness. I never got swept away by 
hallucinations in my dream kisses; I got to be me, even if it was 
with a fake person. “I was worried I wouldn’t be able to find you. 
Where are you?” 

“In the living room.” I waved my hand at the television, the 
coffee table and lamp on the end table. “Nice, right?” 

“Any place can be a palace if you’re with the right person.” 

“T missed you,” I confessed, gazing over at him contentedly. I 
needed something beautiful to distract from the pain. Philip was my 
beautiful distraction. 

He examined my face, looking almost like he was moved on an 
emotional level to see me. “That look. I don’t get much of that.” 

“What look?” 

“Unfettered admiration.” 

It was like he was overloaded by the burdens of the world, and 
had been waiting his whole life for me to relax him. Like I was his 
Puller. I laughed through my nose, loving the way he smiled for me. 
“Oh, yeah. You’re a real ugly duckling. ’'m sure I’m the first girl to 
pay you any attention.” 

“T get more fearful deference followed by resentment. Not this. 
You're practically glowing just to see me. It’s... It’s heady and quite 
addictive.” 

I traced the outline of his grand pectoral muscle beneath his 
white tunic. His shoulders were slightly broader than Von’s, but not 
as inhumanly thick as Mason’s. “Now that was a good line. Got me 
right here.” I tapped my heart with two fingers. 

Philip’s fingers replaced mine, flirting on the edge of danger that 
thrilled me enough to encourage him with a flirty sweep of my 
thumb across his abdomen under his shirt. “Tell me where you are 
really. Not in this place. In reality. Don’t you want me to be with 
you for real?” 

I snorted, which I’m guessing wasn’t the sexiest thing I could’ve 
done, but whatever. Dream Philip wouldn’t leave me. He was fake, 
so there was no chance of him up and sleeping with Jessica, or 
comparing me to his saint of a former wife. It was my little world, 
and stoic though I wanted to be about love, in my dreams, Philip 
was devoted to me. “I wish you were real.” 

“Tell me. Let me send someone to come get you.” 

“IT wouldn’t tell you even if you were real. I wouldn’t want you 
to be where I’m at. It’s unpleasant, and our time shouldn’t be 


crappy here. I want unicorns and candy hearts.” The fear I tried not 
to feel crept into my voice as memories of the cell plagued me. I 
pressed my forehead to his and whispered a desperate, “I’m in the 
dark, and I don’t like it.” 

He kissed my lips, his eyes closing to savor the flavor of me. “Let 
me come rescue you. Tell me what darkness has you so scared.” 

I slowly turned my head from side to side, our foreheads still 
joined so I could feel his breath on my nose. He felt so real. I 
wanted Philip to be real. “It’s getting harder to hold on. I feel like 
I’m losing myself. Some days I’m all I have, and I’m afraid this time 
it’s not enough.” 

He traced the outer edge of my breast over my shirt, and I 
couldn’t help the quickening of my breath or the slight lean in that 
made his goal closer to his firm but gentle grasp. “Tell me, lovely 
thing. Tell me where to find you.” 

I shook my head, not wanting to think about where I was or the 
state I was deteriorating to. “It’s cold there.” 

“Show me,” he insisted, his voice turning firm. 

I sighed, pulling away and staring out into my living room. I 
waved my hand as if brushing dust off a chalkboard. In the next 
breath, Philip was in the cell with me, plunged into darkness that 
was palpable. “I’m in Geon’s dungeon, locked in a cell in Sakuna. 
He’s going to keep me until Sama’s army gets here, and he can turn 
me over to him.” I started scraping my nails down the sides of my 
arms. I hated when I hurt myself in my dreams. “I don’t like it 
here.” 

Philip was angry, pushing against the bars and mumbling things 
in a language I didn’t understand. It was sweet he was trying to bust 
me out — my very own dragon-slaying prince. But it was futile. He 
was a dream, and even if he managed to slay all the dragons and 
bust down all the walls in my dream, when I awoke, the world 
would still be filled with monsters. As I suspected, I would die 
alone. 

After much heated effort, Philip sank down next to me, leaning 
against the concrete wall the cell was bolted to. “I’m sorry. I’ve 
failed you completely. I want to get you out, but it appears ’'m 
limited.” 

I nodded. “Hey, you’re pretend. It’s alright. If I die, I die. Is what 
it is.” 

Philip let out an angry hiss. “Don’t say things like that.” 


“T can say whatever I want; it’s my dream. I can only live so long 
without food and water, Philip.” Sadness engulfed me, and I let out 
an unbidden sob as my emotions swung loose from my control. “T’ll 
disappear forever, and Ollie won’t know what happened. He already 
lost Allie, and now he’ll lose me. I can’t... I can’t stand it when 
Ollie’s in pain. I can’t leave him alone. He needs me!” 

Philip’s arm found its way around my form, pulling me to his 
side. “Pll return you to Ollie. Don’t lose hope on me now. I'll get 
you out of here, and punish the man who did this to you.” 

“lm going to die alone,” I confessed, my heart breaking at my 
worst fear coming to fruition. 

“You’re not alone,” he assured me. “I’m here. I’ll never leave 
you.” 

“Bev doesn’t love me!” I wailed, not caring anymore how 
childish I sounded. “Allie doesn’t want me anymore. She... Allie left 
me, and I don’t understand why! What did I do?” 

“Nothing, sweet girl. You did nothing to make Allie leave. Some 
things are beyond your control.” 

“T love Allie, and she left! I try to love Bev, but it makes no 
difference. I love Judge, but he’s still horrible! My love is useless! 
What a total waste.” 

Philip held me while I cried, not judging me or trying to talk me 
out of my feelings. “I’m here, Gracie.” 

“Geon’s hurting Von and Mason!” I couldn’t stick on one thought 
for more than a few seconds; everything was crashing down on me. 
I tapped my chest. “They’re scared, and I can feel it. Something’s 
very wrong, and I can’t get out of here to help them!” I gulped 
down a breath between sobs. “There are only fifty-seven bars in the 
cell! I need there to be sixty!” 

“Sixty? I don’t understand. Will that help you better escape?” 

“No, I just need there to be sixty bars!” 

Philip clutched me tight and waved his hand to the dungeon, 
morphing three additional bars to evenly disperse through the 
periphery of the cell. “There. Does that help?” 

I heaved out a gust of relief that at least one problem was 
fixable. I collapsed in Philip’s arms, exhaling a little of my internal 
madness that polluted my mind. “Thank you. I just... Sixty. That’s 
much better.” The relief over something that shouldn’t have had 
that much a hold on me pushed down on my psyche with a 
crushing weight. 


Philip was frozen for a few beats, but eventually started to rub 
my back to soothe us both. We said nothing of my obvious crazy. 
All I knew was that through my fog of psychosis, Philip didn’t let 
go, and I didn’t push him away. 


Forty. 
Friggin’ Ready 


W... my dream was cut short by the creak of the 


heavy door, I wished for Mason. I wished for Von. I 
wished for anybody at all except for the voice that 
greeted me. “Have you decided to tell me where you’ve 
hidden the sagrado stone yet, child?” Geon’s voice was 
light on the surface, but there was a menace to it that 
scared me afresh. 

I maintained my resolve for silence, especially since I couldn’t 
tell him where the stone was if I wanted to, which I didn’t. 

“Very well. I know you’re worried about the other kingdoms, so 
I brought in one of Sama’s spies.” Geon clicked his fingers, and I 
heard another set of footsteps. “Andy, tell Lady October that Lady 
Mariang is holding up her mantle just fine.” 

I covered my mouth in horror when Andy, one of the men Ezra 
had sent to guard me, answered through the dark. I could almost 
picture his goatee while he talked. He’d been the one who tried to 
keep me in the mansion by sucking my will from me, pulling so 
hard that I blissed out. I didn’t much like Andy. 

“Lady October, the quota’s being met. Lady Mariang’s upset, but 
she knows what’s expected of her. She’s adding to the number of 
souls you stockpiled.” 

I said nothing. I knew the only things that would fling out of me 
would be a perpetual catapult of insults, most of which would be 


lost on him. He’d guarded me. He’d pulled stress from me, or tried 
to, anyway. 

Geon’s voice was calm with a hint of a tease to it. “Andy’s here 
to get you to talk. You’re familiar with excessive pulling? Makes a 
person so relaxed and suggestible, they’d do or say just about 
anything you ask. Even a spitfire like you might become downright 
pleasant with the right persuasion. We could torture you to find out 
what you know about the stone, but see, if we send you back to 
Ezra with marks on you, that could start a war. This is the more 
civilized way to get information, don’t you think? Andy.” Geon 
unlocked the cell door and directed the spy toward me. “Get her to 
tell us where the stone is.” 

I wanted to rage against the bars in the cell like a gorilla, but 
knew that wouldn’t get me anywhere. Instead I drew back, readying 
myself to fend off Andy and his stupid chin beard. 

“T thought you’d cooperate,” Andy chided me. “I thought you 
understood what was at stake here. I don’t understand why you, of 
all people, would resist the help Sama’s rations will bring. With 
them, you wouldn’t have to work so hard. Mariang could live longer 
if she didn’t have to reap so much.” 

“Bite me,” I spat, inching away from him when I heard his 
footsteps in the dark. “You don’t give a crap about Mariang. You’re 
working her ragged by keeping me down here. Spare me your 
utopian worldview.” 

“Fine. Have it your way.” His voice turned playful. “They always 
have so much fight in the beginning. It’s almost sweet.” 

Geon clicked his fingers, giving light to the cell. I could only see 
by the faint glow coming from Geon’s hand, but it was just enough. 
This wasn’t the time for pulling punches or biding my time. It was 
strike to incapacitate. 

I was starved. 

I was scared. 

I was friggin’ ready. 

He took the first step toward me, and I was already pouncing. 
My leg flung out as it had so many times in the self-defense training 
I’d had to go through for the prison job, landing square in Andy’s 
gut. He doubled over as I predicted he would, and I took my 
opportunity to cup the back of his head, shoving his cranium hard 
into the metal bars. I knew every chance he had to touch me, I 
would lose myself more and more, so each punch was quick and 


delivered force I didn’t bother tampering in warning. 

I picked Andy up by his shirt’s collar and his belt, using his head 
like a battering ram against the cage, growling with bloodlust I 
didn’t want to examine too closely. The bars didn’t shake -— they 
were sturdy, providing me a great place to take out my anger on my 
lot in life. 

“Ts that what you wanted?” I shouted at Geon, whose mouth had 
fallen open. I dropped Andy and stomped my bare foot down hard 
on his nose when his head lolled to the side with a moan. “Is this 
what you were picturing? I did my job! I did everything you people 
demanded of me! Now you want to take me away from myself so 
you can get your hands on a lousy rock I was going to bring you a 
piece of anyway? How long do you guess you'll get me to 
cooperate? You think you can control me?” I picked Andy’s heavy 
limp upper half up again and slammed it hard into the bars, 
knocking out two of his teeth when his head bent the wrong way. 
“That’s what I thought!” 

There was no use playing civilized now. Andy moaned 
incoherently at my feet but didn’t move, which was best. I was in 
no mood. “You wanted me in a cage? You treat me like an animal? 
Just you wait till I sink my claws into you!” 

Geon wasn’t in a place to be messed with either. He opened up 
his mouth, but instead of words, a mess of angry bees came out, 
swarming around me with purposeful buzzing. I’d forgotten that 
Lang was Prince of the Bugs or whatever, and that his dad no doubt 
had that same kind of ability. “That wasn’t very nice,” he scolded 
me, as if I’d stepped on his freshly mown lawn. 

“Let me tell you, George, if even one of those bees stings me, 
you can forget about me ever going back to work. You care about 
your people? Attacking me’s just going to seal the deal that they’re 
dying young. You don’t have the stone, and if I’m sent home with 
even one little bee sting, then you won’t have me to help you 
anymore. Mariang’s on her last leg, so like it or not, you still need 
me.” 

“Sama’s army is on its way with rations. We won’t need you for 
anything soon enough.” 

I threw out my arms to the sides and popped my chin up in 
defiance. “Is that so? Then where is he? Shouldn’t he have been 
here by now? How many days was he expecting you to go without 
buhay? Wake up, Geon! Sama played you like the dummy you are.” 


I beat my fist down across Andy’s slack face three more times. “You 
think you hold the cards because you’ve got a cage? I own you! 
You’re in my cage!” I stared him down, daring his anger to be 
bigger than mine. I feared the words that birthed out of me, but my 
fury couldn’t be held back anymore. 

I could tell Geon was questioning his plan by the note of 
hesitance before his reply and the forced bravado in his voice when 
he finally answered. “You own nothing. You belong to me as long as 
I say. I'll find that stone, and then you’ll serve no purpose.” 

“Good luck finding what I’ve never seen!” 

“Such a brave little fighter. Let’s see how you fare after a few 
more days of this.” 

“Even after you return me to Ezra, I'll stop reaping and make 
sure everyone in Terraway knows why, so they have you to thank.” 
I knew his type. He only responded to strength, so I gave it to him 
in spades. While on the inside I was screaming in fear, on the 
outside I remained steadfast, my chin raised to dare him to make 
the next move. It was a dangerous game of chicken I was playing, 
but to be fair, he started it. 

Geon stared me down, migrating from a game of logic to a battle 
of who needed to save face more. I could play that game all friggin’ 
day. 

His bees encircled me, buzzing with a thousand little wings that 
were mindlessly waiting to be told which way to go to attack. The 
moments of silence were tense as a fiddle’s string and piled up until 
there was a whole minute filled with only the ominous buzzing. 

“Yes, I think I'll keep you locked up a little while longer. See 
how mouthy you are after you’ve been starved, as my people are. 
When Sama’s army gets here, they can decide what to do with your 
mouth.” Geon snapped his fingers, and the tiny lights went out. The 
head of the bug family left me with his buzzing minions alone in 
the dark with Andy, who was slowly bleeding out on the floor from 
the injury I’d given him to his head. 

I was cold, terrified and alone, and as I scraped at the skin on 
my already bleeding arms, I began making peace with the darkness 
that swallowed me whole. 
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DEDICATION 


For Brittney and Michelle, 
The sisters who love me, 
even when I make no sense, 
and am basically a big dork. 


ae 


And as a side note to the precious little smackhole who inspired the 
character of Deli Frank, 
you know who you are, and you make me crazy. 
Chapter 32 is dedicated to you. 


One. 
The Perfect Guy 


I he worst thing about being alone with your 


thoughts is ignoring the ones you have no control over. 
The fears about my possible death if King Geon of 
Sakuna continued starving me were one thing. I could 
deal with those with some amount of quiet dignity. No, 
it was the childhood bag of crapfest that unleashed itself 
on me in the unending dark. Visions of the flies trying to 
burrow under our bedroom door plagued me, especially 
when Andy’s body began to rot after it became painfully 
obvious that I’d killed him. 

Lang had been sneaking in to feed me bits of the baga root, a 
handful of berries or two and a canteen of water I didn’t have it in 
me to resist anymore. I’d begged him to take away Andy’s body, but 
he told me his father wanted me as uncomfortable as possible, so 
sleeping with a corpse became my norm. 

I tried to reconcile my screaming guilt over my homicidal rage 
with the logic that I’d killed Andy in self-defense. I tried to assuage 
my horror at the lowlife ’'d always known was lurking inside me by 
telling myself that it was either him or me. I knew I would skirt to 
safety in a court of law, but my own personal jury had me guilty as 


charged. I didn’t even know Andy all that well, and now he was 
dead. 


And rotting. 

The maggots started in after who knows how long. Those gave 
birth to flies. These were fat, hairy flies that had a whole body to 
feast on, and they did so with gusto. ’d promised myself when Ollie 
and Allie finally busted me out of Bev’s place that I would never let 
myself live like that again. I didn’t so much mind anymore when 
adults broke their word to me, but breaking my own promise to 
myself felt like a new blow I wasn’t sure I would recover from in a 
day. 

Or two. 

My days were broken up by sporadic visits from Geon, 
demanding to know where I’d hidden the sagrado stone. He’d come 
in with a platter of meat, my stomach lurching until he informed 
me it was roasted sigbin. After he left when I remained unwilling to 
divulge my secrets, I cried with the hope that Geon hadn’t cooked 
up Edward, the sigbin monster puppy I loved. 

I fell asleep, restless and freezing, choking out a cry of relief 
when Philip appeared in front of the fire pit I conjured to warm my 
dream self. I ran to Philip, stumbling with my stiff joints, desperate 
to find some comfort, some connection in the stifling darkness. 
“Philip? Help me!” I crashed into him, pretending the dream 
warmth was just as good as actual heat. 

“What happened? Are you still in King Geon’s prison?” 

I blinked up at him as I buried my fingers under his shirt to 
warm them up. “Yes. And I don’t think anyone’s coming for me.” 

Philip held me, warming my body and rubbing my back and 
arms to soothe my panic. “Are you hurt?” 

“Tm okay. The dark’s getting to me, though. I’m trying with 
everything in me not to lose it. Geon’s keeping me here to hold me 
for Sama’s army. This Sama jackhole wants to keep me locked up so 
everyone goes to him for help, instead of being able to feed 
themselves. It’s so stupid! The whole thing, I hate it!” 

Philip was stiff. “I’m sure this Sama character doesn’t know 
you’re being held in such terrible conditions. Are you well fed?” 

“No! Geon’s starving me, and I’m sitting in a cell with a rotting 
body that’s got bugs in it. Help me,” I begged, wishing I was strong 
enough to break down the irons and save myself. “Come find me, 
Philip. Don’t leave me here by myself. I’m so scared.” My arms 
banded around my stomach as the confession rolled out of me. “I 
killed someone! I killed a guy I don’t even really know! He was 


Duwende. Andy was going to take my will so I’d tell him where the 
sagrado stone is. I didn’t have a choice!” 

Philip gripped my arms. “You know where the sagrado stone 
is?” 

“Of course I do. Or, I did anyways. Hopefully Edward hid it 
somewhere safe.” 

“Who’s Edward?” 

“My puppy.” 

“Yow’re not making any sense. Where’s the stone?” 

There was too much edge to his voice. It was like he cared about 
the stone more than he cared about me. “I don’t want to talk about 
a stupid rock that’s done nothing but ruin my life! You’re supposed 
to be the perfect guy!” I started beating on his chest. “You’re 
supposed to love me so much better than real people. I can’t even 
imagine up a fake guy who cares that I’m starving and lying in a 
cold jail with a dead body? You suck, Philip! You suck!” I pounded 
on him over and over, taking out my frustration on the hard body 
he hadn’t even had to work at to earn. 

Philip softened, letting me beat on him with angry fists. “I am 
the perfect guy. I’m the one you can tell all your secrets to.” He 
held me and slowly sunk to the grass, keeping me close as I broke 
down into shameful tears that fell into his shirt. “Talk to me. Geon’s 
got you in a dark cell. He’s starving you. What else?” 

“T want to go home. He’s got Von and Mason somewhere, and I 
know he’s hurting them! I can feel it. I can feel something’s very, 
very wrong.” 

“Mason can handle it. I’m sure Von can, too. Matruculans can 
endure a great deal. And if your half-vampire’s resisted the 
transition this long, I’m sure he has strength enough for a little 
torture.” 

“T don’t care about strength! I hate Terraway! It’s ugly and mean 
here. All they do is use me. I was doing just fine until they came 
along.” I gripped Philip’s shirt, desperate for a connection, however 
fabricated. “I need my medication. I’m going crazy, and I worked so 
hard not to be crazy! I’m losing my mind! I need it, or I’ll get lost 
again. I don’t remember what happened when I went off it a couple 
years ago. It was a week before Ollie found me. A week! He was 
gone and I was alone. When he found me, I was a basket case. Like, 
I could barely talk without counting. I was bashing my head against 
the wall and hadn’t eaten or showered in days. I can’t go back to 


that! I can’t go under again! You have to help me. I work so hard 
not to be crazy. I’m not crazy! I’m not crazy!” 

Philip’s hands scrambled to hold me together as I openly sobbed 
in his arms. “Quiet now, little one. We can’t have you losing your 
mind. I’ll come find you. My people are on their way. They’ll get 
you out of there and take you to my place. We'll get you some food. 
My own special recipe. I don’t want you crazy or dead. I want you 
with me, by my side.” He clutched me, and I make-believed that he 
cared deeply about who I was, not what I could do for the kingdom. 
“Tl see to it Geon’s punished.” 

I snorted my disbelief. “You’re not real, though. I need actual 
help. I need my brother. I need Ollie.” I let out a loud wail. “Allie! 
Allie left us, and she’s not coming back!” 

He kissed my cheek tenderly. “Tell me about Allison.” 

“My sister never would’ve let me live like this. She did 
everything to make sure I never had to live with bugs and rotting 
things. Now she’s gone. She stopped loving me, but I never stopped 
needing her! If she was back, she would make me that chicken soup 
with the noodles Ollie loves and hold me so I didn’t hurt myself. 
She would sing to me and wrap me in heavy blankets until I felt 
warm and calmed down.” 

“She loved you.” 

“She was perfect, and she left us. She knows I’m too much. She 
knows I can’t be fixed. I can’t be fixed! I can’t be fixed,” I moaned 
in Philip’s arms. 

He held my head to his shoulder, clutching me to him and 
providing the deep pressure that always calmed me down when I 
floated away from myself. “I can put you back together,” he 
promised, and with everything in me, I wished my perfect guy was 
real. 

But he wasn’t. 


Two. 
The One Who Holds 
you Tight 


I awoke with a jolt when a fly crawled into my nose, 


seeking to make me his new home. The black bugs 
buzzed around me as I cried silently and rocked myself 
back and forth, certain that if I made a noise, someone 
would come in and finish me off. My stomach growled 
like the insatiable monster it was, trapped inside an 
impenetrable cage. The more desperate my hunger 
became, the more distressed I was. I had no ability to 
tell time to mark the passing days, but I knew the agony 
of hunger, and this had surpassed even Bev’s negligence. 
I clawed at my arms, opening up scabs that had crusted 
over in my too-short slumber. 

I lost count of how many days were spent like that, surviving on 
berries and dirty water that Lang snuck me as he kept me alive with 
baga root. I couldn’t tell how many nights I cried incoherently in 
fake Philip’s arms, confessing details of my childhood even Ollie 
didn’t know. 

I missed Ollie, and hated that I still needed my brother for 


anything. If I was a true adult, I would be able to handle 
imprisonment just fine. 


That logic gave me pause. ’'d seen many a grown man weep 
himself to sleep on his cot in prison. Perhaps it was okay to miss my 
brother in these dire circumstances. Ollie came with a superhero 
cape in my imagination, sweeping me away from the horrors of the 
current doom. If Ollie was here, he’d know what to do. 

I touched the bars of my cage, but only made it to twenty. It was 
a nice, round number divisible by ten. Any closer and I risked 
touching Andy. 

Eighteen, nineteen, twenty. Twenty. I breathed a little easier each 
time I reached twenty. Then I started touching each bar twenty 
times for the grand finale, crawling on the floor like a beast. 

My mania only stopped when the door opened, still letting in no 
light. “October?” called Lang through the empty space. 

“Lang?” I whispered, scrambling to my feet. 

“T’m here to get you out. You’re released to go back to Ezra.” He 
stepped toward the cell. “Ezra’s waiting outside in the courtyard for 
you.” 

“Are you serious? I can go? Just like that? What about Von and 
Mason?” 

“They were released hours ago. Father’s been holding onto you 
until the last possible second, hoping Sama’s army would make it in 
time to intervene. Then Sama sent word to have you released. He’s 
actually holding back the rations he’s sending until you’re freed.” 

“What? Sama wants me set free? I thought he wanted me locked 
up so I couldn’t reap, and everyone would have to go to him to use 
his rations.” 

“Apparently Father’s so off his rocker that even a megalomaniac 
like Sama thought he was over the edge.” Lang fumbled with the 
key in the lock. “I guess it’s good to know Sama doesn’t want you 
dead. That’s news to the council, who are all in the courtyard 
demanding Father give you up, by the way. Kabayo brought his 
army, which was the only thing Ezra was lacking.” 

I attacked Lang when he stepped into the cell, though not in the 
same way I had Andy. Though I barely knew the guy, I grabbed 
onto his arms and yanked him to me, gravitating to the warmth of 
his body until I was engulfed in a hug my body shuddered through. 

I’d never been much of a hugger, but I was past the point of 
reason. Warmth. I needed to feel my fingers again. My limbs were 
too stiff, making me feel like a barely living corpse. Lang hissed and 
sucked in his stomach as I pressed my fingers into him. “Oh, you’re 


freezing!” 

“Tt’s over!” I howled into his chest, feeling the firm leather of his 
breastplate brushing my cheek. 

“There, there. I told you I’d take care of it. It just took me longer 
than I would’ve liked.” His arms wrapped me tight, holding me 
together while I fell apart. A shudder ripped through me as Lang’s 
warm body reminded mine just how cold it was. “You’re too thin 
now. I tried to feed you as often as I could sneak in here, but it 
wasn’t often enough. I had my hands full with Mason and Von.” 

Lang shook his head and rubbed my arms and my back as if he 
cared about me. I let myself fall for the comfort and fall into him, 
closing my eyes as I gripped his skin under his shirt and leather 
armor. 

“Okay, alright. Easy, now. I’m here. I told you I wouldn’t let you 
die. Captain Finn got here this morning. Father knows not to cross a 
Kataw. Finn’s ruthless.” Lang led me out of the cell, both his arms 
still surrounding me in the beefy muscles that heated my frozen 
insides. “Kabayo brought a small army with him, and they aren’t 
leaving until I come out with you. Captain Finn convinced them to 
start tearing down the gate separating the main city from the rest of 
the country, which was when Father started to cave. Father 
wouldn’t want to get any poor on him, and the gate’s the one thing 
that separates his home from the civilians. If I don’t bring you out 
soon, we’ll be on the business end of them storming the castle.” 

“Get me out of here!” I whispered, terrified of the dead body I 
was leaving behind, and what it said about me that I could leave a 
man to rot. Andy had been the only witness to my crazy in the cell. 
His cracked skull had watched me count the bars over and over, 
touching the irons habitually and rocking in the dark. My foot 
brushed over Andy’s arm as we stepped out of the cell, and I felt 
something icy zap me like an electric shock. The jolt stayed inside 
of me, making me yelp through my shiver. 

Lang stopped as we reached the door. “I’m supposed to have you 
cleaned up before taking you out to Ezra, but I don’t want to hide 
my father’s sins.” 

I nodded. “I don’t care how I look. Just don’t let go of me; I’m so 
cold!” 

“The stones are uneven, and I know you can’t see in the dark 
like we can. I can’t have you tripping and bleeding. Von’s out of his 
mind with hunger. I’m carrying you out.” He spoke it like a 


command that was laced with a threat. 

“Take me home, Lang. Please! Take me home.” I don’t know 
why he expected I had the energy to protest, but the urge did rise 
up in me when Lang swept me up in his arms, carrying me like the 
baby I was through the many hallways I didn’t care to see. As we 
moved through the castle, the air grew progressively warmer, 
though I could tell my body wouldn’t be coerced into relaxing. I 
shivered violently in Lang’s arms, and he held me tighter in 
response. 

Not a bad guy, the one who holds you tight. 


Three. 
Vindicated 


I didn’t open my eyes until I heard shouts and felt the 


open air touching my bare skin. “Give her to me!” and 
“October Grace! I’m here!” reached my ears, letting me 
know that, among the others who were shouting for my 
release, Ezra was there. 

I’d had my appendix out as a teenager, and Bev hadn’t come to 
the hospital. She was “just about to” a million times before I was 
released to go home with Allie and Ollie, who hadn’t left my side 
the entire time I was laid up. That Ezra came for me when I was 
down and out? It meant something. Something big. 

The moon was out, and I desperately wished for that sauna-like 
sun to warm me, but I took what I could get. Lang leaned his head 
down and said to me, “The men will rally more if you can’t walk. 
Let them rally. Let them pay my father back for what he’s done to 
you.” 

I went one further and lolled my head back as if I didn’t have 
the strength to hold my own neck up (which actually wasn’t too far 
off the mark). 

I didn’t mean to scare Ezra, but the man nearly lost his mind, his 
feet pounding the earth as he ran to me. “Give her to me! Give me 
my daughter!” 

My eyes watered at his bold declaration. I’d been distant to him 
when last I’d seen his face. He’d been trying to be kind to me, but I 


was too jaded to see his sincerity. I saw it now. I looked through my 
blurry vision and saw the dad I'd always secretly wanted, coming to 
rescue me from a dungeon in a castle. It was like I was the daughter 
of a real king. 

“She’s ice cold! What have they done to her? October Grace, can 
you hear me?” 

“She’ll be okay,” Lang said quietly to Ezra. I was lowered to the 
ground so Ezra could smooth feeling back into my cheeks. 

I looked up and saw Finn and Kabayo running toward us, their 
faces filled with anger and fear when they took in the state of my 
deterioration. 

“What’s King Geon done to her?” Finn demanded, looking every 
bit like the captain he was in his black clothes and brown leather 
armor. The gills around his neck always threw me. He knelt next to 
Ezra and cupped his hand, pressing the side to my cracked lips. 
“Drink from me. My water’s clean. You look about an hour from 
death.” His hand that was empty filled with water, reminding me 
that he was from Dagat, which was the Mermaid country. 
Apparently they controlled water. I gulped at the gift, my throat 
painfully constricting as the Sahara finally found its oasis. 

“More,” I begged when he tried to pull away after a minute. 

Ezra moved to the side to give Finn a better angle. Finn’s other 
arm tucked under me so he and Lang held me together, 
sandwiching me between them so I had body heat on both sides. 
“He’ll pay for this,” Finn promised me. 

“Cold,” I worked out through a painful shudder. I cuddled into 
the new source of warmth, my body limp against Finn’s arm as he 
fed me more water that kept replenishing in the well of his palm. 

When my head migrated to his shoulder, Finn stiffened, as if 
he’d never held a woman on the brink of death before. Slowly his 
rigid posture began to relax, even going so far as to slide me away 
from Lang and onto his lap. He tucked my forehead under his chin, 
his body curving around mine as I clung to the near stranger. “I’m 
here, and I’ll take care of it. You get to rest now. No one crosses the 
council and lives to brag about it. It’s all over. I’ll take it from 
here.” 

“Cold,” I whispered, to which he held me tighter. He thumbed 
my cheek affectionately to warm my face. 

“Rest with your father. I’ll bring you back King Geon’s head to 
mount on your bedroom wall.” He stood with flawless agility and 


handed me to Ezra. 

Kabayo leaned in to observe me and then straightened to 
address the soldiers. Kabayo’s black horse head was huge, and when 
his muzzle turned in the direction of the army, he shouted with 
authority. “King Geon compromised your food supplier! Storm the 
castle! Free the prisoners and bring me the rest!” He turned back to 
me, his giant glassy black horse eyes meeting mine with the 
determination of a promise. “They'll pay for this.” Then Kabayo 
reached out his human hand and held my fingers, flinching at the 
cold. “Help me inspire the men. Let them see what’s happened to 
you.” 

Ezra surrendered me to Kabayo, who slid my arm over his horse 
neck and human shoulders, and held me like a bride. Or a baby. I 
couldn’t decide which anymore. Kabayo was easily seven feet tall, 
and when he stood with me in his arms, my breath caught in my 
throat at being so high off the ground. I let my limbs go limp to 
further inspire the horse-men soldiers. Shoot, I’d pee myself if it 
meant they’d go after King Geon with everything in their arsenals. 
Luckily it didn’t come to that. 

Kabayo lifted me up to be level with his shoulders, shouting at 
his men in a voice with passion to rival Braveheart’s. “Your Omen 
wants to end the famine in Terraway, and this is the thanks she 
gets? Your Omen would see all the nations fed, and every child 
grow without the hard marks of the field tearing them down, and 
this is the thanks she gets? Your Omen freed you from the Goblins, 
and this is the thanks she gets?” He straightened his arms out from 
his body, holding me up to the men like a limp and filthy sacrifice 
ready for the slaughter. “King Geon thanked her by torturing her 
Pullers and leaving her for dead! If not for your swift answer to her 
cry of distress, she would no doubt be gone from us, and with her, 
all of Terraway! King Geon would see your lands shrivel up and 
burn under the sun! King Geon cares nothing for the children your 
Omen has been sacrificing herself to save.” The angry outcry 
reached me in waves of fury and pent-up aggression, ready to be 
unleashed. Kabayo raised me higher so I was on the level of his 
dark eyes. “Do you want to live?” 

They all shouted, breaking out into thunderous snorts and the 
clanging of hundreds of swords on shields. 

I was shaking, terrified of the impending war I’d somehow 
become a talisman of. 


“Then thank your Omen and bring me back King Geon, bound 
and ready for my prison!” Then he dropped me down two feet, 
making me gasp when I thought he might throw me to the mud in 
some dramatic gesture. “Attack!” he cried, and my heart swelled 
with the overwhelming vindication of it all. A whole army showed 
up to save us. There weren’t tears enough for that. 

Kabayo handed me off to Ezra so he could join his men in 
leading the fight he’d been raring for. Finn put his hand on Lang’s 
shoulder. “You and your allies stay by my side, or you'll be 
slaughtered for sure.” 

“They’re already out. Do what you must.” Lang held my thinned 
wrist, rubbing feeling back into my arm. “Let Kabayo’s men do 
what they do. I can’t watch my father’s house fall. I was sent to stay 
with the Omen, so let’s move her. Let’s take her to her home.” 

“My home,” Ezra corrected. “Mason’s already there, and so is 
Von.” Then quietly to me, he whispered, “Your little sigbin monster, 
Edward, brought me the rest of the stone. It’s safe in my home. You 
did well, and now it’s time for you to rest.” 

Lang’s furrowed eyebrows were directed at Ezra. “Can Von 
handle being under the same roof as her? He was rabid when I saw 
him last.” 

“He’s locked up until he comes back to himself. ’'m taking her 
now before Sama comes to steal her.” Ezra was distraught, and 
hugged me to him as he stood in the mud. He clutched my frail 
body to his chest, taking a deep breath before the sucking sensation 
drew me upwards, where I prayed no magical creatures would ever 
find me again. 


Four. 
Mariang, my New 
Sister 


I breathed easier in Ezra’s house. I’m not sure if that 


was due to the half hour-long shower, the constant 
pulling Danny did upon my arrival to mute my OCD, the 
breathable air or the warm fuzzy pink pajama pants and 
lavender thermal shirt that awaited me when I emerged. 
My skin was scrubbed raw, though it somehow still felt 
filthy. 

Mariang had bags under her eyes from too many days spent 
crying for us and working at a job that had long since been too 
much for her to shoulder alone. She sat on the toilet lid while I 
showered and helped me get dressed when my limbs were too 
clumsy to figure out balancing on one foot to get the fuzzy pants 
on. She sat me on the toilet lid and got down on her knees to rub 
lotion into my legs and feet, helping me above and beyond without 
being asked. Then she rolled on socks that looked like a skinned 
muppet’s fur and felt like they’d just come out of a microwave. 

“You’re being nice to me,” I said, my chin quivering. I wanted to 
lean on her, but she was so frail looking. I didn’t want to think of 
the damage I could do if I fell on her, and I was on the brink. 

“Of course Iam. You’re my sister.” Her sweet declaration tugged 
at my heart, and I tried not to miss Allie with everything inside of 


me. 

She didn’t ask what they did to me. The only things that came 
out of her were tears and words that were so kind, I could barely 
understand how a person who had only met me a few months ago 
could say them. “You’re doing splendid. I’m so proud of you for 
making it out alive. Prince Langgam told us you didn’t tell them 
where you hid the stone. Is that true?” 

I nodded. “I’m sorry I let us get captured. You’ve been reaping 
on your own this whole time. I know that’s stressful.” 

Mariang waved off my concern and ran a brush through my 
hair, being super gentle not to rip through my tangles. Then she 
pulled up my auburn curls into a bun atop my head to match hers. 
We were sister ballerinas, and in that moment, I was grateful she 
was mine. 

Mariang offered her arm to lean on as I brushed my teeth with a 
new red toothbrush. “You’re doing great. Move slowly.” Then she 
pulled her head away from me and shouted down the mansion’s 
upstairs hallway. “Danny! Help me with October!” 

Danny was a good soldier, and came running up the stairs. He 
bounded toward us, his eyes wide at my bedraggled but clean state. 
He stood on my other side and wrapped his beefy arm around my 
waist, walking with the care he usually used when he ushered 
Mariang around. 

I was shocked he was being so nice to me. I mean, most of the 
time I was the bane of his existence. My bones ached, and I was so 
weak, my knees buckled a few times on the way to the room he and 
Mariang led me to. I remember being able to defend myself against 
even the giant inmates. Not well, but enough to not get myself 
stabbed all too often. Now I was worried about the damage I would 
do to myself if I tripped. 

“You'll sleep in here with us,” he said, opening the door to the 
peach room that had clearly been decorated by Mariang. The peach 
walls had gold accents and hardware throughout the expansive 
space, bespeaking of opulence I’d not been exposed to growing up. 

The bed was so soft, I didn’t protest even when I thought of the 
germs I knew were inside the sheets. Probably dandruff. Probably 
Danny’s semen. I shuddered, but was too tired to do anything else. 
The sliver of light coming in through the peach curtain told me it 
was not the middle of the night, as it had been in Terraway. “What 
time is it?” 


“It’s around ten in the morning. But that doesn’t matter. You 
should rest as long as you like.” Mariang sat on the side of the bed 
and brushed a few stray strands of auburn hair from my face that 
had come loose from the bun. “Can I get you anything?” 

I wanted to tear up at her kindness. She looked down on my face 
with love that couldn’t be faked. She had no agenda other than 
being my sister. “I... You’re so nice to me,” I repeated, sounding like 
a moron. It was meant as a thank you, but I was so confused by the 
sweetness, I didn’t know how else to say it. 

“Who wouldn’t be nice to you? You’ve been through a dreadful 
ordeal.” She took my hand and pressed it between her thin ones. 
“You're still cold. Not as bad as you were when Dad brought you 
home, but still too chilly for you to be comfortable.” She blew on 
my fingers and rubbed while Danny watched our exchange. 

“You have to tell us what happened,” Danny said quietly. “Von’s 
still not a person yet, and Mason’s too devastated to talk. What did 
they do?” 

I didn’t know where to start, so I picked a topic at random. 
“Geon poisoned all the pregnant women to lose their babies, so 
when the soldiers came to take me to the castle, the civilians 
revolted. I mean, shrapnel and gun powder kind of uprising. Lots of 
bodies on both sides.” I paused for Mariang’s gasp. “Then soldiers 
found Mason, Von and me and brought us in. I don’t know how 
many days I was in there.” 

“You’ve been in Terraway for two weeks,” Danny informed me. 

“Oh, jeez. Well, I was locked in a cell for a long time, then. 
Mason and Von were taken somewhere else, so I was alone in the 
cell until I murdered Andy.” I ignored Danny’s outcry and 
continued. “He tried to pull me to mindlessness so he could get out 
of me where the sagrado stone was hidden.” 

“No! He was a spy?” Mariang was horrified while Danny merely 
hung his head. I knew he’d had a hand in hiring Andy, and the 
shame was palpable. 

I waited for Danny’s humiliation to be discreetly swallowed 
down a few seconds later. When I spoke, I was quiet, afraid my 
presence and my voice weren’t welcome here. “Lang snuck me 
berries and water, and made sure I had enough baga root to 
breathe, but I need to eat something more substantial, if it’s not too 
much trouble. Does anyone know where my keys are? I can go get 
takeout.” I was pretty sure I could drive. I might need someone to 


help me to the car, but I was decently confident I could take it from 
there. 

Danny’s face turned to frustration. “You must be joking if you 
think you’re going anywhere. You can barely walk. I'll go 
downstairs and grab you something.” 

A thought flickered in my brain, giving me new life. “Do you 
have my backpack?” 

“Yeah. It’s in your room down the hall.” 

Oh, right. I have a bedroom here. “Would you mind grabbing it for 
me? I need to get something out of it.” 

Danny got up without being asked and came back a few minutes 
later with the bag that made my heart leap in my chest. I ripped 
open the front pouch and pulled out my medication, nearly letting 
out a cry of relief when I shook a tiny pill into my hand and 
downed it without water. I didn’t care that Danny and Mariang 
were watching me. I knew that by the time it took to work its way 
through my system, I would be a little more myself, and that was a 
powerful promise. 

So focused on my mental sanity was I that I didn’t notice the 
bowl of beef until Danny placed the blissful deliciousness in my 
hands. It was beef bourguignon, and I was in heaven. I mean, really 
it could have been a greasy fast food slider and it would’ve had the 
same effect. I wasn’t picky at this point, but I appreciated the 
fanciness of the dish all the same. 

“Keep talking,” Danny instructed me, his arms crossed over his 
chest as he leaned on Mariang’s white lacquer desk. 

“That’s all I know. Lang has two friends who helped us and tried 
to get Von and Mason out. I haven’t seen either of them since I got 
locked up. King Geon wanted me to give him the whole stone, so he 
kept me in the cell, thinking he’d starve me until I caved. Plus he 
wanted to punish the countries who didn’t come to his aid when the 
famine hit his people hardest.” 

“Ezra has the stone now,” Danny told me. “So you don’t have to 
worry about that. He confirmed the broken-off part was dropped in 
the well. And Geon’s going to be locked up in Kabayo’s prison, so 
Prince Aranya’s in charge of Sakuna for now. King Aranya now, I 
guess. I can’t decide if that makes things worse or the same, but at 
least the people won’t be starving anymore.” 

I pulled the spoon from my mouth. “They didn’t kill Geon?” 

“No. He’ll have to be tried for each crime he committed. That 


could take months, if not a year.” 

“Awesome,” I deadpanned. 

“You did it!” Mariang squeezed my knee. “You got the piece of 
the sagrado to one of the nations and made it out alive! You have 
no idea how amazing that is.” 

I chewed the beef, not feeling anything like amazing, but 
girlfriend was in full-on cheer-me-up mode, so I didn’t argue. “Tell 
me about Mason and Von.” 

Danny swallowed. “Von’s useless for information right now. 
They bled him dry.” 

I gasped. “I thought he was still alive! Bled dry? No!” Panic hit 
me hard as tears I didn’t even know I still had stored up began to 
well in my eyes. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner? No!” 

“No, no. Vampires can’t die from blood loss. They just go rabid 
until they start to deteriorate. Von’s still in the rabid stage. Ruiz and 
Klark brought him back bound from head to toe and put him in the 
cage Ezra had made for him in the basement.” Danny motioned 
with a wave of a hand to his face. “Black bag over his head so he 
couldn’t bite anyone.” I could tell by the hollow look in his eyes 
that he didn’t like the use of the black bag one bit. 

“Are you kidding me?” Though the beef screamed at me with its 
siren song, I was out of the bed in the next breath. “Von doesn’t 
belong in a cage. Get him out!” 

I stalked toward the door, but didn’t make it more than a few 
steps before Danny intercepted me. “Von requested Ezra have it 
made when he started working for the household, in case anything 
like this ever happened. Von isn’t a person right now. All he can see 
is blood. We’re feeding it to him in doses so he can come back to 
himself, but until then, he’s not safe to be around.” 

“T’m going to see him. I won’t let him be alone while he’s losing 
his mind. Where is he?” 

Danny sighed. “I guess showing you won’t hurt anything. You 
might not like what you see.” 

“T haven’t liked one bit of my life in weeks, so I don’t care about 
that. I need to be with Von.” 

Danny and Mariang exchanged dark looks as they led me down 
the hallway and through the mansion to see my vampire. 


Five. 
Get Over It 


I heard the howling before I saw the man. In the 


basement, there was a cell in the corner occupied by one 
Mr. Brady. When we came into view, Von lunged at the 
bars, his jaw snapping as he fought with the iron to get 
at me. The bag over his head was gone and his bindings 
had been cut, but the sight still broke my heart all the 
same. Von didn’t have words, only growls and wails of 
agony that tore at my tender insides. I wanted to go to 
him, but Danny was firm I wouldn’t be allowed within 
four feet of the cell. “He needs more blood!” I cried. 
“Can I give him some of mine?” 

“No! Are you mad?” Danny shouted, as if I was inches from 
slitting my wrists to let Von drink fresh from the source. 

Mariang was more gracious in her response, taking the time to 
re-explain things to me. “Human blood’s the worst thing for him 
right now. He can’t be allowed a drop of human blood. It’ll only 
make him insane to get more, and it’ll bring him one step closer to 
this being his permanent state if he transitions.” 

I rubbed my forehead, remembering the vital details I shouldn’t 
have forgotten. “Oh, yeah.” 

“He has to gain control of himself.” Danny placed his hand on 
my shoulder to keep me from inching closer to the cell, but I 


shrugged off his touch. 

My mouth fell open when Von reached through the bars to claw 
at me, stretching as far as he could reach to grab any part of my 
body. His eyes were the usual: one gold and one blue, but the gold 
one seemed impossibly more vibrant than usual, the wanton desire 
driving him always forward toward the blood. He was beyond 
language, and I was beyond... just beyond. 

I cast around for a chair, my eyes landing with unhappiness on 
the one I'd been tied to way back when this whole mess started. I 
walked over to it in the vast concrete basement and made to drag it 
over with what was left of my energy. 

“What are you doing?” Danny asked, intercepting my effort. He 
was starting to treat me like he did Mariang when she was ready to 
pass out. This acted as a rapid fuel for me to get better fast. 

“Tm staying with Von until he comes back to himself. Can you 
get me a book from his bedroom? Maybe if I read to him it would 
calm him down.” 

Danny blanched. “You’re not serious. October, he doesn’t even 
see you as you. All you are to him is a giant blood sack. Whatever 
gesture you’re trying to make, he won’t see it.” 

“The gesture isn’t for him, it’s for me. Von stayed with me while 
I was sorting through stuff. He stuck by my side and gave up his life 
to spend it with me. I know it’s for the greater good and not for just 
me, but it can’t be one way. I’m not a taker. This is finally a way I 
can be there for him.” 

Danny shook his head, setting the chair down six feet from the 
cage, but he stood next to it wearing his angry face, so I didn’t dare 
go near Von. “That’s not your job. Your job is to reap souls, not be 
his therapist.” 

“Tm allowed to be friends with my Pullers, Danny. If Mason’s 
well enough, could you send him down here? The three of us are in 
this together. When one of us is broken, we should all feel it.” 

“No. You’re getting this backwards. When you’re broken, they 
should feel it. They’re not allowed to burden you with being 
broken.” 

“Oh, you’re hopeless. This is what family is,” I informed him, 
feeling like I was a first grade teacher, and Danny was the mouthy 
kid at the back of the class. 

“Whatever. I’ll send Mason down to make sure you don’t get 
eaten by your family pet.” 


My tone turned sharp. “You’ll not run Von down in front of me 
anymore. He just went through something in Sakuna, and this is all 
you’ve got for him? The same old bag of flipped-up garbage? Your 
brother was being tortured in prison! What’s the matter with you? 
Whatever sibling stuff you two’ve been married to for this long, get 
over it.” 

Danny reared back, and I saw out of the corner of my eyes 
Mariang retreating up the stairs to escape our fight. “Get over it? 
Get over it? You’ve known him only a few months. Von’s got a trail 
of wreckage behind him, but he’s a tortured artist half-vamp, so it’s 
all okay.” 

I remained firm. “Get over it.” 

“He let my car get dinged when he was teaching Bishop to 
drive!” 

“Get over it.” 

“He slept with the girl I liked in high school!” 

“Oh, boo-hoo! Get over it.” 

“He’s... He’s irresponsible, but the worst part is that he didn’t 
used to be. He knows how to do right by us, but he gave up.” 

“Get over it.” 

“He was a prostitute! That’s the lowest kind of profession for 
Duwendes. He’s a disgrace!” 

I heard Von whining to snatch at me. Though I knew he couldn’t 
understand that I was standing up for him, I felt finally right in my 
own skin at putting a stop to the aggression Danny always had 
ready. I lowered my voice and tried to iron out the frustration from 
my tone. “Danny, I know it’s hard, but trust me, I’m telling you to 
get over it for you, not for Von. I know the boat you’re in.” 

Danny scoffed, his Frankenstein eyebrows pushing together. 
“You couldn’t possibly.” 

“No?” My temper started swinging like a pendulum. “Bev forgets 
us on Christmas every year. Allie and Ollie used to buy a present, 
wrap it and say it was from her. Bev let men into the house who 
were... They were the worst kind of men who shouldn’t be allowed 
around young girls.” I shivered. Perhaps it was because of the cold I 
still couldn’t shake, or maybe it was from the memory of Bev’s old 
boyfriend Gideon always trying to “accidentally” brush up against 
me and touch me where he shouldn't. 

Danny’s eyes went wide as his mouth closed, ceding the fight for 
the moment. 


“Bev didn’t feed me, drive me to school, take me to the doctor, 
come to graduations — none of it. And you know what I had to do? I 
had to get over it. Sure, it still stings, but being mad at this point? It 
only hurts me. You being mad at Von for something he did in high 
school? You’re hurting yourself, not just Von. Did he even know 
you liked that girl before he slept with her?” 

“No, but he should’ve. I only sat at the same lunch table with 
her every day for a month.” 

I let out a raspberry of disbelief. “Wow. And I thought I had 
problems. Can you really be the best at your job if you’re carrying 
around all that anger? You have to find a way to let it go. Anger 
clouds your judgment, and you can’t afford to be compromised on 
the job like this. Find a way to look at Von and not see all the ways 
he’s failed you. It’s a sucky way to look at people, how you’re doing 
it. It’s toxic, and you’re addicted to the poison.” 

Danny chewed on his bottom lip, his arms crossed over his chest 
like armor to shield his heart so my words couldn’t touch the 
tender, shriveled organ. “I can’t see him any other way. Von knows 
how to be great. He was the best big brother when we were 
younger. Now he chooses not to be worthwhile. He chooses the 
gutter. Bev was always hopeless, but seeing your own personal 
Superman choosing the gutter? I can’t stand for it.” 

I shrugged. “Then you'll just keep being unhappy. You’ll keep 
hurting yourself.” I looked up into his blue eyes, searching for 
something human lurking beneath all the steel he wore just to make 
it through the day. I saw the overburdened brother clearly, and felt 
truly sad for the Ollie of it all. “Danny, you’re so tired. You work so 
hard. Can you really afford to carry around all this extra weight? 
Man, that must’ve been a high pedestal you had him on before he 
fell off of it. It’s a wonder Von can stand at all.” 

With his mouth in a tight line, Danny watched my face, 
searching out signs that I was wrong or trying to get him to let his 
guard down for some shady purpose. “You... Don’t... I don’t care 
how dreamy you think Von is, you’re not staying down here 
without Mason or me to watch you.” 

I nodded, expecting as much. “That’s fine. And for the record, 
Von’s my friend, nothing more. It’s Mason I was aiming at.” 

“Was?” 

“Tt’s complicated. You’ll be happy to know it’s more complicated 
than I have the energy for. Your buddy’s safe from my womanly 


wiles, as is your brother.” My legs were tired from the mere effort 
of standing. I hadn’t finished my stew, and was still starving and 
worn out. 

Danny seemed to see all of this. He was well-trained at 
anticipating needs that might interfere with a Death Omen’s ability 
to do her job. He moved the chair toward me and lowered me down 
into it by holding onto my elbows. “Steady,” he warned me when 
my arms started shaking. After I was safely seated, he leaned my 
temple into his hip to make sure I didn’t fall over. “You're still 
cold.” 

I took a few breaths, trying to iron out my weakness that 
threatened to make me pass right out in the middle of the 
basement. My eyes widened when I felt Danny’s fingers brush back 
the errant curls that had come loose from my bun. He... He was 
being nice to me. I wasn’t sure if I liked him better like this, or if I 
preferred him shouting like a fool. At least I could predict the fool. 

“You know,” he began, his voice quiet, “I’m going to have to tell 
Ezra everything. I haven’t told him about Bev’s trailer yet because I 
thought you should know before I did, but it’s coming. He deserves 
to know the pile he’s stepping into.” 

My lashes swept shut, fending off the arguing I wanted to do. “I 
don’t want to take things away from Ezra. If Bev makes him happy, 
he should have that.” 

“Bev won’t make him happy if she’s this person you’re telling me 
she is.” 

I didn’t want to lean on him, but staying upright was 
problematic after enduring such malnourishment. “If they don’t get 
married, then there goes my chance at having a dad.” Moisture 
pricked at my eyes. “Could you go? I’m about to lose it, and you’re 
like, the last person on the planet I want to cry in front of.” I heard 
Von’s grating howl to get at me, and I welcomed the distraction 
from my pain. 

Danny palmed the side of my face and squeezed me to his hip. It 
was his version of a hug, and it served us both fine — jaded as we 
were. He exited up the stairs, leaving me alone with the monster 
who used to be Von. I soaked in my vampire’s growls and snarls; 
they were far more eloquent than the taunting of the voices in my 
head. 


Six. 
Just One Kiss 


O.. look at Mason took my breath away. Von had 


changed in the couple of weeks we’d been locked up, 
but Mason had been altered on too many levels. His 
seven long dreads had been cut off. Actually, he’d been 
shaved. I didn’t know everything about the Matruculan 
race my biological father and Mason stemmed from, but 
I remembered one key element: their inhuman strength 
was tied to not cutting their hair. It was why Ezra wasn’t 
a Hulk of a man, and I wasn’t body slamming people 
more than the average girl with nine chips on her 
shoulder. 

Mason’s spirit was utterly crushed. Though I could now see his 
handsome face more fully without his beard (and truthfully, he 
looked a lot more like a hot guy from my world than a ruthless 
Viking), he was not himself. ’'d fallen hard for Mason, and what 
Sakuna returned to me was a pretty shell. Mason came to me 
because Danny made him watch to make sure Von didn’t eat me, 
but I could tell he’d rather be anywhere else. 

“A lot of good I could do if Von actually broke loose,” Mason 
countered. 

Danny’s thin lips were set in a tight line as he took in the tenor 
of his best friend’s sunken mood. “You’re every bit as strong as I am 


now. I’m not Matruculan, and I can guard my charge well enough. 
You still have strength; you'll just have to work a little harder for it 
from here on out. And your body compensates for what October 
needs to stay safe, so it’s actually easy for you, me and Von to build 
muscle.” 

Mason pfft’d and sat down on the concrete floor, not bothering 
to spread out the blankets Danny had brought down for us. He 
didn’t want comfort. I couldn’t say I didn’t understand. There were 
soft beds aplenty upstairs, but I was adamant about not leaving Von 
when he was so distraught. 

Danny sighed, a hard look in his eyes as he watched his best 
friend sulk in what felt like a new permanence rather than a passing 
rough patch. When I got up off the chair to fan out the thick 
blankets Danny brought down for us, Danny helped me spread them 
on the floor, reaching out and brushing my fingers when we were 
finished making a nest for Mason and me. “You're still freezing. You 
shouldn’t sleep down here. You know it’s warmer upstairs.” 

“I won’t leave one of my team when they’re down and out. I 
don’t want Von to come back to himself all alone. He doesn’t 
deserve that. They were tortured because they were with me. I can 
be a little uncomfortable for them.” 

Danny shook his head at me, on the edge of exasperation. “You 
don’t understand how this thing works. We follow you. You don’t 
follow us.” 

“T don’t much care how it’s supposed to work. This is who I am. 
Deal with it.” 

So focused on smoothing out the wrinkles was I that I didn’t see 
the luscious bowl of beef Danny set down beside me. I barely 
chewed as I wolfed down the remainder of the meal, so grateful to 
be full and on the way to feeling normal again. 

Danny still didn’t get why I needed my little team to stick 
together through Von’s torment, but he didn’t say anything more 
about it. He simply sat on the blankets near my head after I laid 
down, watching Mason stare off vacantly from his seat on the 
concrete. 

“Danny?” I said just loud enough to be heard over Von’s growls 
and snorts. 

“Yeah?” 

“Do you ever resent Mariang for all the work you have to do?” 

Danny was thoughtful for a moment. “Some days are more 


intense than others, but in the end I know I chose this life. Why?” 

I pulled the hunter green comforter up to my chin and stared up 
at the concrete ceiling. It had wood beams running width-wise 
across it, and not a single cobweb. “I have a hard time living with 
the fact that I’ve pretty much ruined their lives.” I spoke of Mason 
as if he wasn’t there, which was basically the case. “Sakuna put us 
in prison, but now that we’re out, they’re not actually free. They’re 
still sentenced to lifetime duty. I’m wondering at what point they’ll 
start taking their resentment out on me.” 

When Danny spoke, he sounded confused. “You really care 
about them.” 

“Of course I do.” 

Danny cleared his throat. “I wouldn’t worry so much about the 
resentment thing. It’s not a huge issue, no more than it is with any 
relationship.” 

I nodded, wishing I could do anything for Von, who was 
whining to get at us, reaching through the bars of his cage to snatch 
at me. I wished I could help Mason, who was utterly not himself. I 
sat up and crawled over to my Viking, kneeling in front of him to 
show him my hands before placing them on his shoulders. I 
massaged the meat that was tense from too many zombie-ridden 
battles, knowing it wouldn’t fix him, but it was at least a start. He 
couldn’t look at me, even as I pulled him up to stand. I laid him 
down in the makeshift bed and scooted in next to him. 

“If you don’t need anything else, I’m going to go upstairs to be 
with Mariang. She’s had a long day.” 

“That’s fine. Thanks for everything.” 

“No problem, kid.” Danny turned off the overhead lights and left 
on the stairway bulb so we had just enough illumination to see. 

When we were alone, I turned on my side to face Mason, 
reaching out to touch his shaved cheek. He was even more 
handsome now, like a cowboy model on a smutty porn-for-women 
book cover, but utterly destroyed. When his eyes finally met mine, 
a small amount of life flickered when he whispered, “Kara. I need to 
see Kara. Please.” 

My heart sank. Of course he would want his wife in this 
situation. We barely knew each other. What use could I really be to 
him? I was the conduit for giving him access to the woman he truly 
loved. Though it tore me up, I felt like I owed him that for all he’d 
suffered through on my account. 


“Sure, buddy. Anything you need. Just one kiss, though, okay?” 

“Okay. Thank you for this.” 

I sighed, gearing myself up to rip my heart in two all over again. 
I closed the gap between us and stroked his lips with mine. They 
were soft and supple, tasting like the beef he’d no doubt been fed 
earlier. He was delicious. My intention was to take it slow as I 
indulged us, but by the second kiss, our passion took my senses by 
storm. The red and yellow colors blasted into my vision, swirling 
around Mason and tying us together in our nest. 

My stomach jumped up, did a backflip into my esophagus and 
landed with a splash in my midsection. Soon I was the desperate 
one, clinging to his hard body with hands that read his chest like it 
was covered in Braille. He was warm, like sun-baked earth, and I 
had been so cold. 

And then he was crying. I didn’t have a ton of experience 
making out with older men, but something told me that tasting 
tears wasn’t as sexy as, well, not. I pulled back to gauge his 
expression, but when we parted those few inches, he grew 
immediately frustrated. “Where is she? Kara? Kara!” He grabbed my 
face like he wanted to punish it, and crashed his lips down on mine, 
rolling atop me. Then he pulled back with a mournful wail. “No! 
Kara! Come back to me!” 

The pleasant sensory overload melted away, and I lay beneath 
him, horrified. I apologized for not being able to produce his 
deceased wife on command, unable to stop myself. “I’m sorry, 
Mason. I don’t know what happened. You can’t see her anymore?” 

“T know she’s in there! Let’s try again.” 

“I don’t think we should. Mason, let’s...” But Mason swallowed 
the rest of my protest in another kiss. The flutes were screaming at 
me now as the colors flung themselves on my body like the splash 
of a rotten tomato, as if warning me to get away. 

Believe me, I was trying. “Mason, it’s enough. I can’t...” His body 
was heavy, and weighted my weakened one so I couldn’t get out 
from under him. My pulse spiked when I realized that this wasn’t a 
kiss; it was an attack. “Mason, calm down a little. That’s too 
rough!” 

“Youre being stubborn! Give my wife back to me!” His cry 
broke my heart for too many reasons. 

Mason pinned my arms out to the sides when I tried to gently 
extract myself, his demanding lips seeking out mine that were now 


protesting his bruising force to no avail. “Mason! Stop it! Let me 
go!” When his hips pressed down atop mine, fear lit me up like a 
Christmas tree on fire. I screamed to the upstairs for help, but 
Mason ignored me, frantically searching my lips for someone that 
just plain wasn’t there. Maybe I could’ve thrown him off on my 
own, but the whole thing was so confusing and scary. I didn’t think 
I had the wherewithal to hold my head up under the crushing 
weight of the worst love life in the world. Also, I was pretty 
undernourished, and didn’t have my usual throw-a-Viking-off-me 
oomph. 

“Give her to me!” Mason shouted as he mashed his lips to mine 
again through my scream, rough and angry, like he wanted to 
punish me for not producing his wife on command. “Kara!” 

Von’s first human words erupted from his pained expression as 
he gripped the bars like he wanted to bend them. “Danny! Help!” 
Then he went back to growling and snapping his teeth to get at me. 

I heard heavy footsteps pounding down toward us. “Ah, guys! I 
thought you were in trouble,” Danny groused, embarrassed as he 
turned to stomp back up. 

“Help! Get him off me!” I shouted, trying to twist away, but 
unable to escape from under him. Mason caged me in with his arms, 
shoving his lips down on me again, searching in vain for something 
I didn’t even know how to give him. 

The next thing I knew, Mason was ripped off of me, looking like 
a wild animal in Danny’s grip. Danny had him around the chest and 
the waist from behind, his eyes wide as he tried to make the 
scenario mean anything other than what he’d seen. “Get ahold of 
yourself, mate!” Danny squeezed, and Mason started to view the 
room with new clarity. 

I crawled away from Mason, tears pricking my eyes. I knew he 
was distraught and not himself, but I couldn’t look the other way on 
this. It was violation on top of pain, and now all I could see when I 
looked at him was the fear he’d just instilled in me. Von was a 
monster, and Mason was a selfish prick. I wasn’t sure which one 
was more dangerous. 

Danny called for Ezra, who padded down the steps, still in his 
day clothes. I wondered, at this rate, when any of us would find rest 
again. Danny released Mason, who turned away to hide the tears 
that stained his shaven face. 

Ezra demanded. 


Danny explained. 

Mason confessed. 

I kept my mouth shut as I cried into my hands in the dark 
corner. I jumped when Ezra put his hand on my shoulder, breaking 
me out of my bubble of pain. Very slowly, Ezra pulled me up, and 
without a word walked me up the stairs so I didn’t have to see 
Danny sort Mason out. 


Seven. 
Icy Inside 


I slept with Danny and Mariang that night. Mariang 


was the best kind of mom-sister and simply held me 
while I cried into her nightgown. Occasionally Danny 
would reach over Mariang to pat my back in a “hang in 
there, kid” kind of way. I cried until I exhausted myself, 
falling asleep in Mariang’s thin arms that somehow felt 
like the safest place in the world. 

I didn’t leave her bed that day, or that night. The next morning I 
stayed in her bed, not willing to get out and face the world. It 
wasn’t until Mariang came back up with a bowl of oatmeal that I 
even registered it was nearly ten o’clock in the morning, and I was 
sleeping in like a lazy waste of space. 

“T think you should eat something,” she said in her caring way. 
She waited for me to sit up in her bed, and then handed me the 
warm bowl that smelled like brown sugar and freshly cut apples. 
When I didn’t speak, she started in on the events of the morning I’d 
missed. “Von’s doing better. Dad’s going to let him out of his cell 
soon. He’s completely himself now, but he’s staying inside on his 
own will. Von’s pretty good about that. He knows when he’s too 
dangerous to be around, and he won’t allow Dad to get him out 
until he’s certain he’s safe to us.” 

I nodded, taking a bite of food. It was the right kind of too hot. 
It warmed me in my cold spots that I wasn’t sure I would ever be 


able to shake at this point. 

“Danny and Dad sorted Mason out. I... I’ve known Mason for 
years, and I still can’t believe something like that happened. But 
Danny told me Mason confessed to how he’s been using you.” She 
shook her head, her black hair swishing from side to side. “You 
don’t deserve that.” 

“Tf it’s all the same to everyone, I’d rather not talk about it. I got 
out of prison and walked smack into that. ’'m on the edge of 
bowing out, so you might want to spread it around not to push me 
today.” 

“That’s understandable. Danny and I are leaving soon to start 
the workday. I would invite you to join us, but I can’t imagine you 
or Mason are ready to jump back into reaping.” 

“You imagine right. I’m going back to my house as soon as I 
finish breakfast.” 

“T don’t think that’s wise,” came Ezra’s steady voice from the 
doorway. He was freshly showered and wearing khaki pants with a 
blue button-down that had lavender pinstripes. He was fastening his 
cufflinks, frowning at me with an air of paternal scolding. “Your 
house isn’t nearly as safe as mine.” 

“T’ve given up on being safe. You know as well as I do that it’s a 
pipe dream. It doesn’t seem to be an option no matter where I land. 
I don’t live here, Ezra.” 

Ezra’s eyes were earnest, and his voice was firm, but gentle. “But 
if you did, I could protect you better.” 

“But I don’t.” I wasn’t trying to be bull-headed; I just wanted my 
own bed. “I appreciate everything you’ve done for me. Really, Ezra. 
You're like, the nicest man I’ve ever met. And Mariang?” I turned 
my attention to the girl who sat on the edge of the bed in her khaki 
skirt and pink sweater. She looked as if I’d just run over her puppy. 
“Mariang’s top notch. But seeing as I’m not up to working today, I 
think I’ve earned a day off to blow in bed. My own bed.” 

Ezra was hesitant, but eventually he nodded. “Okay. I’ll send 
people to your house to reinforce the protective charms.” 

“So long as they’re gone by the time I get home, that’s fine.” 

Ezra stood straighter, gearing himself up to make a speech. “I 
apologize for Mason’s behavior. I had no idea he was still using you 
to see his wife again. It’s unacceptable, and I’ve sent him to a 
friend’s for the day so he could get some space and clarity. He’ll be 
ready for reaping in a day or two, but you won’t have to see him 


until then, and definitely not without Von there to monitor his 
behavior.” 

“Thanks.” My voice came out in a croak I wished I could make 
sound more refined, but after another night of crying and weeks of 
dehydration, a froggy throat was the best I got. 

Mariang and Ezra left me to my breakfast. After I choked down 
my food and dressed in new clothes that had been laid out for me 
with the tags still on, I was ready to go home. 

Terence the Taurus had missed me just as much as I’d missed 
him. Danny had brought my car to the mansion for me, which made 
it on the expanding list of reasons why I was grateful for him. With 
the windows cracked a little, the fresh air revived me, giving me 
new life to sit up straighter and snap out of my funk. I had the heat 
on full blast, but I was still shivering. I hadn’t managed to shake the 
cold that felt settled in my bones. 

Mason was a tool, I’d been naive, and that was the extent of it. 
Nothing more complicated or magical than that. I tried not to foster 
the fear of him that was steadily growing, but chalked it up to a bad 
choice after the worst couple weeks of his life. Losing his Superman 
strength was pretty traumatic. I decided to walk away from the hurt 
instead of examine it too closely. I also decided I would never kiss 
him again. 

My house wasn’t exactly as I had left it, but I expected as much. 
The closets and doors had all been thrown open, and the rooms had 
been rifled through. Don’t get me started on the fingerprints on my 
windows. We’d slipped out under cover of night and subterfuge, 
and I guessed the guards had done a thorough search for us. My 
shower felt the same, though, and so did the thick pajamas I 
covered myself in. 

I collapsed onto my bed and burrowed under my covers. I never 
thought I would miss sleeping with two delicious smelling men 
hogging my pillows, but I did. Not so much Mason, since the sting 
of his desperation was still too fresh, but Von for sure. 

I closed my eyes and willed myself to feel safe and content in 
my bed, grateful I wasn’t sleeping in the mud in Sakuna or in the 
cell. The cell had been so cold that I still felt the sting of the chill 
that seemed deep-set somewhere inside me. I got out of bed to slide 
on another pair of socks and tug an oversized gray sweater from 
Ollie’s castoff pile over my head. I didn’t care what I looked like, 
only that I was warm. 


Only I wasn’t warm. I was icy inside, and part of me wondered if 
that would ever go away. 


Eight. 
Outsourcing Bathing 


I didn’t expect Team Terraway to leave me alone for 


the whole day and night, but when I awoke to it being 
late morning without interruption or threat of death, I 
was pleasantly shocked. I checked through the house, 
and there was nothing. No Von eating all my food or 
Danny drinking juice from the container, or Lang 
sending his trail of bugs to spy on me. I actually had my 
house to myself. 

And I knew just what to do with it. 

After a decent meal, I got out my cleaning supplies and went to 
town scrubbing, washing, folding, polishing and disinfecting until I 
exhausted myself. It was a good kind of tired, not the kind you got 
from being starved and locked up with a dead body. 

As I showered the stink of the morning off me, I winced at the 
thought of Andy, probably still rotting in the cell. I worried about 
Kabayo’s men, and the loss they might’ve suffered trying to 
vindicate me. It was a heavy weight I felt, having seen so many 
thinned Sakuna civilians die in the revolt. 

No matter how much hot water I used, I still felt icy. When I got 
out, I adjusted the thermostat, raising it to seventy-three degrees, 
which was about four degrees hotter than I could usually stand to 
keep my house at. I had my fleece pajamas on, fuzzy thick purple 
socks, a heavy baseball jersey and a black hoodie I prayed would 


warm me up. But still I shivered, wrapped in a cream wool blanket 
on the couch as I flipped around for something interesting to 
distract me from the cold that only seemed to be growing. 

There was nothing with Bruce Campbell on, which meant that 
all the TV stations sucked, and there was nothing good to watch. 

I shivered as I tried to summon up the muscular control to go 
make myself some hot tea. When even that debate grew too 
tenuous, I realized something was very wrong. I was so cold, and 
the constant shivering was exhausting me. I laid down on the couch 
and closed my eyes, huddling under the wool blanket that had 
always made me sweat. I couldn’t figure out why I had no body 
heat, and was too scared to call Ezra and get to the bottom of 
whatever weird leprechaun flu I’d contracted. 

I drifted off some time in the evening on the couch, and was 
awakened only by the sound of the doorbell. My feet were too cold 
and inflexible to be put to use, so when the person on the other side 
of the door grew impatient and started banging, I called for them to 
calm down. I was still trying to stand up without falling 
immediately back onto the couch when I heard keys jangling in the 
front door. My shallow breath quickened, and I wasn’t sure if I 
should be excited that Ollie was home early, or afraid because Ollie 
certainly was not home, and someone was trying to break into my 
house. 

I shrieked when Danny came barreling through the door, eyes 
almost as wide as mine. His muscles were tensed, as if expecting a 
fight. His chest moved in and out with too much force. “What’s the 
problem? Couldn’t be bothered to answer your own door? Didn’t 
you hear us knocking? I’ve been calling you all day!” 

I wanted to spout back at him what a jerk he was being, but the 
effort was too great. “Keys,” I observed, pointing to his hand. “You 
used a k-key.” 

“Of course I did, no thanks to you!” 

“Where did you g-get a key to my house?” 

“T had one made when you were abducted. Have you noticed 
you haven’t been attacked here? It’s because I increased a few 
protection charms around your property while you were gone.” 

“You have a copy of the k-key to my house?” I was shocked, not 
even greeting Von, who strolled in with a backpack, a six-pack and 
four pizzas. My favorite vampire made himself at home, setting his 
food in my kitchen. 


Danny glared at me in lieu of an apology. “Why didn’t you 
answer the door? Or the phone?” 

“Give me the k-key,” I demanded, extending my hand the few 
inches it would go before my joints stiffened in protest. 

Danny was distracted from our fight by my immobile body that 
usually would’ve been raring to go if an intruder came in the door. 
“What’s wrong?” 

“Are you k-kidding? You stole my k-keys! You broke into my h- 
house!” 

Danny closed the distance between us and tore the sleeve up my 
arm, exposing the skin beneath that was paler than my usual glow. 
“Von!” he shouted. “Von, get in here!” I tried to rip my arm away 
from him, but I was ashamed at how weak and ineffectual my effort 
was. When Von trotted into the living room, Danny’s voice was 
tinged with a note of growing fear as he got in my face. “You can’t 
reap without one of them here! You’re like ice! Von, hurry, get the 
corroded soul out of her.” 

Since Danny was still gripping my arm, Von smoothed his 
thumbs starting at my forehead, and then slid them down around 
my cheeks. He pulled a layer of stress and something icy from my 
bones I hadn’t been able to get rid of even with a hot shower and 
too many layers. 

Without willing my body to do so, I slumped forward, nearly 
passing out at the relief from the warmth that started to trickle into 
me. I whimpered pathetically as Von and Danny caught me and 
lowered me down on the couch. Danny was barking orders at Von, 
but I couldn’t make heads or tails of anything. All I felt was 
chocolate slowly melting into my veins, taking its gooey time 
warming up my insides. 

Von disappeared, and then came back to take off my hoodie and 
socks. My baseball jersey slipped up and over my head, leaving me 
in my white camisole. Another shiver ripped through me, choking a 
cry out of my shaking body as Von wrapped me in a hug. The hug 
was the only thing I could feel in my maze of ice that wasn’t 
completely gone, so I clung to it. I clung to him. 

I was floating in the air somehow, and then a minute later I was 
being submerged in my large oval bathtub, the heat finally giving 
me its full attention. The tub was big enough for my legs to stretch 
out, which was the main reason Allie had voted for this house. 

The relief that flooded through me was incredible. I’d never 


been high, but I imagined this was what it must feel like. I was 
boneless and couldn’t think clearly enough to form sentences. All I 
wanted was more of the warmth, so I sunk down into the water, 
content as the heat closed over my head. 

Von ripped me out of the tub by my shoulders, shouting in my 
face with uncharacteristic alarm I didn’t like seeing on him. He was 
too good a kidder to be painted with such distress marring his 
handsome features. He wasn’t nearly as wild as he’d been when I’d 
seen him last. It looked like he’d shaved, showered and had enough 
blood to put some color in his cheeks. Or maybe that was from the 
steam in the bathroom from my bath. His arms wrapped around me 
and squeezed, not caring about keeping his green garage rock band 
t-shirt dry. 

Danny came in behind him, a pile of my clean clothes in his arm 
that he laid down on the toilet lid. I could hear them murmuring to 
each other, but I was too out of it with the bliss of heat to care to 
decode the words. I wish I’d been paying a little more attention, 
though, because Von surrendered me to Danny, who crushed me to 
his chest so my limp body didn’t go back under. Von tore off his 
shirt and unbuckled his pants, letting his jeans drop to the tiled 
floor. I wanted to protest, but the sight was so strange, I didn’t care 
to make a fuss about it. My mouth popped open when I saw dozens 
of slices all over Von’s torso and legs. The torture he’d endured was 
too much to quantify into a single emotion. 

Danny leaned me forward, and Von climbed into the water 
behind me, pulling me onto his lap. I’'d never taken a bath with a 
guy — least of all with my clothes still on. I knew I should want to 
squirm away and tell him to get his own flippin’ tub, but he was so 
warm. The water was soothing, and I’d been so cold for so long. I 
cuddled up in Von’s lap, my cheek on his bare shoulder and my 
hand resting in the smattering of hair on his chest that reminded me 
he was very much a man - despite his boyish ways. He waved 
Danny away, and I closed my eyes as he stroked my cheek and 
rubbed my back under my camisole. Von pulled away layers of ice 
and stress I’d not been able to slaughter on my own. 

“Hey, Peach. Did you hear me?” He lightly pinched my arm, and 
I only just realized he’d been talking to me. I’d heard a murmuring, 
but nothing more audible than that. 

“Huh?” 

“T asked if you were sweating yet. Hot bath, hot guy?” 


I snuggled further into his chest, not wanting to soak in his silly 
jokes just yet. “I’m too cozy to smile through what passes for your 
humor. Now hush up and be pretty and warm.” 

“Yes on the pretty and warm, no on the shutting up. You haven’t 
told me about your time at Hotel Prison Sakuna. Did they have the 
tiny bottles of shampoo and soaps? Did they fluff your pillow?” 

“Something like that. I ate slightly more than a pillow mint, if 
that counts.” 

“Lang mentioned you were being starved. He said he did what 
he could to sneak you food. Geon isn’t exactly an expert at looking 
after humans, the git. I hope Kabayo kills him after a good long 
stretch of sport.” 

“lm not a fan of torture, but Geon needs to be put down for 
what he did to you and Mason.” I noticed Von had a little smudge 
of something on his collarbone. I reached up, noting the flexibility 
that was coming back into my joints, and swiped my wet hand over 
top of the bar of soap on the ledge of the blue tiled wall. I rubbed 
my sudsy hand on Von’s collar, a smile touching my lips when he 
tilted his chin back so I could give his neck a thorough scrub. 

“Mm. That feels nice. Will you do my arms?” When I hesitated, 
considering our already too casual friendship, Von batted his lashes 
at me. “Please? I’ve been tortured.” 

I smiled at him, reaching up to bring down the bar of soap to get 
a good lather. “You’re going to milk that one for a while, huh.” 

“You know it. I might need a foot rub and a pint later. You 
know, because of all the torture.” He said it in jest, but I saw the 
haunting truth he tried to cover up. He wasn’t over any of it; Von 
was scared. 

“Worst weeks of your life takes a toll on a person. It’s okay to 
call a spade a spade.” 

Von swallowed. “Those weren’t my worst weeks, but definitely 
top five.” 

“What was your worst? Bad hair day?” Maybe I shouldn’t have 
asked. 

Von was quiet a few moments before answering. “A long stretch 
of weeks spent in Dagat — that’s the country with the Merpeople. 
The one Captain Finn oversees. Those were the worst of my life. 
Getting kicked out of the Academy was probably up there, too.” 

“What happened in Dagat?” 

He kissed my cheek. “That’s a conversation for an empty house. 


I think Danny might still be out there.” 

“Okay.” I was gentle as I soaped up his left arm, getting in 
between his fingers and even going up under his arm, smirking 
when he squirmed at the unintentional tickle. “Hold still,” I chided, 
turning in his lap to wash his right arm. I gave his forearm a light 
massage he groaned at. 

“You know, this would be the part where we started making out 
if we were in a movie,” he observed, burying his nose in my hair. 
“This probably isn’t the sexy talk the viewers dreamed of, but man, 
your blood smells amazing. You’re heating up and I can smell you 
so clearly. Like peaches, nice and ripe.” There was too much 
longing in his tone, and I shivered in his lap. He shifted beneath me 
and cleared his throat, shaking his head to rid himself of the trance 
he was falling into. “Change the subject. Tell me all the ways Geon’s 
a rat bastard.” 

“Only the usual ways. I don’t really want to talk about it. ’m 
alive. Lang deserves a raise. That’s the end of it. How about you? 
Danny said they bled you dry?” 

Von turned his chin from side to side. “I don’t want to talk about 
it either. Suffice it to say, Geon wanted the stone quite badly. He 
wasn’t sure which one of us would crack, so he tried all three of 
us.” 

“T can’t believe he did that to Mason. Took away his strength? I 
mean, I'll be okay eventually. You’re looking much better. But to 
permanently clip Mason’s wings like that? It’s the worst kind of 
cruel.” 

“Speaking of Mason,” Von began with too much hinting in his 
voice. “I missed out on being rescued, but I was starting to see 
again when that went down. He shouldn’t have kept kissing you 
like that. He knows it now, but hindsight’s not worth a whole lot in 
that kind of situation.” 

“I don’t really have anything to say about it. Mason will come 
back because he has to. Pll be civil. ’ve worked with all kinds of 
people who didn’t listen to me. But yeah, that’s long over.” 

Von took the soap from me and surprised me by starting in on 
my arms, massaging with real pressure that did me lots of good and 
made my already limp body lean back into him, my spine on his 
chest. I sighed, enjoying the breadth of the snuggle that lapped at 
us. “I’m sorry he did that. I wanted to pull him off you, but I 
couldn’t get out. Even if I could’ve, I’m fairly certain I’d only have 


added to the problem.” 

“Tt’s fine.” I hmm’d when Von leaned me forward and massaged 
my back with soapy hands, sliding my straps down my arms so he 
could grind his thumbs into the meat on my shoulders. 

“It’s really not fine, but I appreciate you being the team player 
in it all. Word of advice? When Mason comes groveling back, don’t 
play the whole ‘it’s fine’ card. Tell him you forgive him or that you 
don’t, but nothing about what he did was fine. Kissing you to see 
another woman? Then not stopping when you screamed for him to 
get off you?” Von closed his eyes and then coiled his arms around 
my torso, pulling me to his chest and leaning back. His thumb 
found my navel through my thin white camisole and traced a circle 
around it. He rolled up the hem a few inches so he could palm my 
stomach, sending a naughty thrill through us both. “Of all the 
things I wish I could scrub from my brain, your screaming haunts 
me most.” 

I reached my hand up behind me and stroked his shaved cheek. 
“Tm okay now.” 

“What’s this scar on your arm from?” Von asked, thumbing the 
puckered jagged pink line on the upper crest of my bicep. I always 
hid it from Ollie by not wearing tank tops when he was around. 

I squirmed uncomfortably. “It’s old. It’s nothing.” 

Von sent infinite chills through me when his lips dragged up the 
slope of the side of my neck. My head leaned back on his shoulder 
involuntarily. “What’s it from?” 

My brain was turning to mush while Von played my body as 
easily as strumming a guitar. Pain and starvation didn’t work on 
getting information out of me, but kissing my neck? I sang for Von 
without hesitation after that. “An old work injury.” 

“What’d you cut yourself with?” 

“T didn’t cut myself. It’s from one of the inmates. Pistola stuck 
me with a shiv I didn’t see on him. I was treating him for bang-ups 
during a yard fight. He doesn’t like women.” 

Von’s lips removed themselves from my neck. “Are you serious?” 

“Yeah, but Ollie doesn’t know, so keep that to yourself. He’d 
freak.” 

“He’d freak over his sister getting shivved by a terrifying 
inmate? What an overprotective wanker.” 

I chuckled, still relaxed against him. “It’s all fine. I lived. Pistola 
got solitary.” 


Von tangled his fingers through mine under the water, studying 
how our hands looked when they were so very intertwined. “You’re 
more than just the job to me. You’re like my best girlfriend. Like a 
sister or something.” 

I chuckled, my stomach moving his hand up and down with the 
motion. “I’ve got news for you, champ. Ollie and I never did this. 
Pll take the best girlfriend label, if it’s all the same to you.” 

“Works for me. But that means I’ll be expecting more of this. If I 
can outsource bathing myself to you, that’d really free up a lot of 
time and effort on my part.” 

“Von?” My finger traced one of the deeper cuts on his arm that 
looked on its way to healing. 

“November?” 

I reached up behind me and clumsily pressed my hand to his 
cheek, closing my eyes when he leaned into my palm to press a kiss 
there for me to hold. “I don’t like that they hurt you. Just the 
thought of how you got all these cuts is grating at my conscience. If 
not for me, they wouldn’t have taken you. I’m so sorry.” 

“Hani,” he whispered, his breath tickling the shell of my ear. 
“Tm alright. ’m just glad I didn’t scare you too bad with the 
aftereffects.” 

“Von?” 

“November?” 

I waited until the water stopped moving, needing absolute quiet 
to eke out the words I’d known for a while to be true. “You’re my 
best friend, too.” 

Von smirked before placing a kiss on my naked shoulder. He 
tightened his grip around me, bringing my hand back up to his 
cheek just to savor the feel of it. It was intimate in a way I hadn’t 
let myself be with a man before Von came into my world. My whole 
body hummed at the luxury. Von’s gentle caresses made my body 
feel beautiful instead of just useful. In his arms, I was a woman. 

For all the sanity the doctor prescribed me, that night Von was 
my good medicine, and he held me in the bath until the water went 
cold. Then finally, I was warm. 


Nine. 
Leprechaun Flu 


V/ on and I got out of the tub, drying each other off 


with careful fingers. I feathered the towel through his 
hair, messing it to perfection. I could feel him watching 
me as I styled which parts of his hair I preferred spiked 
and which should stay tamed. We turned around to give 
the other one a little privacy as we stepped into our 
clean and dry clothes. We went out into the living room 
a thousand times more relaxed than when we’d entered 
the bathroom. Danny had picked me out some fleece 
leggings I only wore around the house, a fresh tank top 
and my black hoodie with a pair of my lacy black 
panties I wish dude hadn’t seen. 

I probably shouldn’t have been surprised to find Danny pacing 
in the living room, but his surly mug found us with something to 
say about our contented expressions. “Well, it’s about time. Are you 
warm yet?” 

I nodded. “Good to see you, too, chief. I guess it was some weird 
leprechaun flu or something.” 

“You can’t go reaping without one of us there. I mean it. What 
you did was dangerous, and could’ve had lasting consequences. 
Mariang’s skin? That’s what happened before I was hired in. You 
don’t want that.” 


“Yes, sir.” I flopped onto the couch, gearing up for whatever 
lecture was coming next. “But I didn’t reap anyone. I mean, I would 
know if I had, right? I was locked in a cell, Danny. No humans 
down there at all but for little old me. I was taken straight from the 
dungeon to Ezra’s. No time for extracurricular reaping.” 

Danny grimaced, looking a little like the Frankenstein monster 
sucking on a sour Jolly Rancher. “That’s not possible. You had a 
rotting soul in you. Von pulled it out.” He looked to Von, who 
confirmed it all with a nod as he slid onto the couch next to me. 

Von motioned for me to hand him my foot, but I couldn’t 
imagine for what. I lifted my leg a few inches in his direction, and 
he caught it up and pulled it onto his lap, rubbing my toes with his 
warm fingers. My eyelids shut without needing me to command 
them to rest. Von slid the wool blanket over me, sealing in the heat 
I feared would escape in the open air. 

“Von!” Danny barked. “Knock it off. ’m trying to get to the 
bottom of this, and you’re distracting her.” 

Von tickled the arch of my foot, earning himself a light kick to 
the elbow. I sat up so I could focus more clearly, but left my feet in 
Von’s lap so he could play with my toes. “I don’t know what you 
expect me to say, Danny. I mean, the only dead person I was near 
was Andy in the cell after I...” I swallowed. “You know, after I 
killed him. But Andy’s not human. Doesn’t reaping only work on 
humans?” 

“Yeah. It can’t be Andy. But who else?” His eyebrows pushed 
together as he studied me, as if my face might tell him answers my 
mouth couldn’t. “I don’t like this. Von, not out of your sight. I mean 
it, if she’s reaping people we can’t keep track of, that’s dangerous.” 

Von saluted Danny. “Yes, sir. Not out of my sight.” 

Danny ran his hands over his face. “I picked up some takeout 
while you were in the bathroom. I figure you’ll be pulling from her 
for a while, and there’s not much pizza left. There’s a blood bag in 
the fridge in case you need it. ’ll be back tomorrow with Mason, so 
you know, be ready to start working in the morning.” His eyes 
narrowed on Von’s. “Morning means be ready by seven, not noon.” 

“Yes, supreme leader.” Von bowed his head in Danny’s direction, 
earning him a glower. “Isn’t he adorable when he orders me 
around?” 

“Simply precious,” I agreed. 

Danny gathered up his coat and keys and then turned to me, 


jabbing his finger in my face. “You,” he said in an accusing tone. 
“You know, I’m, well, ’m glad you’re okay. Call me next time 
something’s wrong like this.” 

I touched my knuckle to the tip of his finger. “Thanks for 
stealing my keys and barging in.” I looked up and blinked at him. 
“Truly.” 

“Yes, well. Whatever.” He cracked his neck twice. “Call me if 
Von’s being a problem. Otherwise, I’ve got to go home and pull 
from Mariang so she can work tomorrow.” 

“T hope you have a good night, Danny.” 

I don’t know why he seemed confused at my normal parting 
greeting, but he paused as if considering my words for hidden 
meaning before nodding. “Alright, kid. You, too.” 

Von squeezed my toes when Danny finally left. “Do you get the 
feeling that he’s warming up to you? I mean, that was almost civil 
just then.” 

“Yes, Danny’s learning mannets. It’s an uphill battle.” I squirmed 
when Von pulled up my foot to kiss my big toe before setting it 
down on the couch when he stood. He went to the kitchen and 
brought back two takeout boxes with Chinese food inside that made 
both of us groan when he opened them. 

“Tuck on in here, Peach. Dibs on the steak. Or the chicken. I 
can’t decide.” 

I snatched the Kung-Pow chicken from him and slid my 
chopsticks out of the red paper sleeve. I clicked on the TV and let 
Von scoop me to his side. We settled on a B-Horror movie, which 
were my absolute favorite. Especially the chainsaw-wielding 
variety. You could do so much with a simple chainsaw. 

So content was I under the blanket on the couch eating Chinese 
food next to Von that I didn’t even care when he picked a piece of 
chicken from my box. “Lean your head back,” he said as the 
opening credits concluded. The movie started in on a busty girl 
tiptoeing through the woods in the dead of night in her skimpy 
prom dress. What could possibly go wrong? I cozied into Von’s nook, 
leaning my head back on his shoulder. I tore my eyes from the 
screen when he chuckled. “Well, that’s just adorable. But I meant 
tilt your head back. Open your mouth. You’ve got to try this.” I did 
as he instructed, and he reached high above me, dangling a too-long 
noodle overhead and draping it into my mouth. “Now lean back on 
me like that again. ’ve got to say, I like this whole platonic 


girlfriend thing.” 

“Whatever. You just like double the Chinese food.” 

We ate while laughing at the cheesy script and took turns 
trading little cheek kisses until the movie ended. It was barely eight 
o’clock, but when Von suggested I carry him to bed, I decided the 
day had been filled with enough adventure. The constant shivering 
had taken a lot out of me, and my body was tapped out. 

Von and I got ready for bed and climbed into the queen-sized 
cloud haven of feather comforters and soft sheets. Our toes tangled 
with each other’s as we tried to give the other person space, but 
realized we preferred the closeness after the week of torture and 
isolation. Von slept clad only in his blue cotton boxer briefs, tucking 
me into his nook. Our legs wound around each other, somehow 
unable to get close enough. He moved to turn off the lamp, but my 
childish fear stopped him. “Wait! I was kind of hoping we could 
sleep with the lamp on.” I caught myself too late, and shook my 
head. “Never mind. That’s stupid. Go ahead and turn it off.” 

He quirked an eyebrow at me. “Afraid of the dark, are we?” 

I didn’t want to admit that he’d hit the nail on the head. I 
gulped, strangling the chicken inside of me. “Geon kept me alone in 
the cell in pitch black for days.” 

Von’s expression turned tender. “Darling. Do you want to talk 
about it yet?” 

I shook my head. “You can turn off the lamp. I was being a dork 
about it. I’ll be fine.” 

Von got out of bed, turned on the light in the living room, and 
shut our door, letting a little illumination filter in through the 
bottom. Then he turned off the lamp that shone too brightly for 
either of us to get any sleep if it was kept on. “Is that better?” 

“Much,” I said with a sigh of relief. “Thank you. And thanks for 
not... I know I’m being high maintenance.” 

Von climbed back under the blankets, rolling atop me to cover 
my body with his. “You were starved and locked in a dungeon. It’s 
quite alright to feel a bit turned around. You should always tell me 
what you want.” He nipped at my lips, my cheeks, and finally 
planted a kiss on my nose. Our eyes met with heat that felt laced 
with too many layers of things neither of us were ready to put 
words to just yet. 

When he rolled off me to lay on his side, our separation lasted a 
handful of agonized seconds before we were holding hands and 


twining our legs together under the sheets again. “Von?” 

“November?” 

“What happened in Dagat?” 

Von cleared his throat, and I could tell he was fishing for a PG 
version of the truth. “That’s where I started up as a male escort. Not 
exactly my high point. Tried to raise funds to pay off some 
gambling debt. Didn’t go as planned. Turns out, a stripper with a 
heart of gold is slightly less glamorous in real life.” 

My mouth dropped open. Danny had called him out on being a 
male prostitute before, and though Von hadn’t argued with the 
accusation, part of me sort of assumed Danny was just being a jag. 

I was cutesy cuddling a male prostitute, my legs looped through 
his while we held hands. I didn’t have the words, which ranged 
from “Ack! STDs!” to “What a poor puppy.” After a moment of 
confusion, I realized that this was Von, and there was precious little 
he could say that would make me turn away from him. 

I kept my words censored as I opened my arms and waved him 
to come even closer. I wrapped my arms around him, crushing my 
front to his as we lay on our sides to let him know that no matter 
what, we were in this whole thing together. “I’m so sorry being 
tortured in a prison wasn’t the worst part of your life. Is all that 
behind you now? You don’t still sleep with women for money, do 
you?” Von was gorgeous; I couldn’t imagine him not making a 
killing selling his body and his sexy smirk to the highest bidder. 

“T haven’t done that since I left Dagat.” He relaxed in my 
embrace, snaking his arm around my waist under the sheets. “You 
didn’t send me to go sleep on the couch.” 

“Of course not. You belong right here with me.” 

Von rubbed my back, and when he spoke, his voice came out 
choked. “I haven’t belonged anywhere in a long time.” He delivered 
a closed-mouth kiss to my lips. 

My lashes fluttered shut on instinct, and I scolded myself for 
indulging in the sweetness that made my cheeks turn pink. “You 
kiss my mouth, even though it’s against your rules.” 

He shrank sheepishly. “Yeah, I know. I can’t help myself. Scares 
the pants off me with anyone else. I don’t know why, but it feels 
safe with you.” He watched my face for signs of flight. “Was that 
okay?” 

I nodded slowly. “I like how we are. I’m just never expecting it.” 
My toes brushed up the back of his bare leg. “And you don’t have 


any pants on to scare off tonight, so I think we’re safe.” 

His lazy smile returned, relaxing us both. “Darling, don’t you 
know never to get used to me? I’m full of surprises.” He pecked my 
lips again, his long, dark lashes sweeping shut mere seconds before 
mine. The kisses were light, and not deep enough to invoke the 
psychedelic sensory overload, which made them absolutely perfect. 

We talked and played for another half an hour before I drifted 
off, contemplating my sea of unfortunate events, and wondering 
how I got to be so lucky. 


Ten. 
Magic Pill 


I awoke to the sounds of voices in my house and 


groaned. I snuggled into Von’s side and scratched a light 
line across his toned belly, rousing him just enough. “I 
think Danny’s here.” 

“Tell him to go away. My alarm’s set for six forty-five. I was 
having a really filthy dream.” 

I kissed his cheek and sat up, stretching before I placed my feet 
on the lush white carpet I loved. “I’ll go see why they’re here so 
early. It’s barely six.” 

Von threw his hands into the air, frustrated. “See? Now the 
dream’s gone because you left my side. Danny ruins everything.” 

I stood and stretched, taking the opportunity while Von was 
yawning and facing the other way to slide off my leggings and put 
on jeans. “What was the dream about?” 

“All sorts of ungentlemanly things.” He pulled on his jeans and 
shoved his arms through a navy blue t-shirt that hugged his muscles 
and showed off the fact that he was a physically fit vampire well 
suited for seduction. 

We went out into the living room and found Mariang and Danny 
sitting at the kitchen table eating a breakfast that looked 
homemade. “Lynna?” Von inquired, forking several pancakes and 
starting in on one without needing a plate to slow him down. 

“Yeah.” Danny jerked his thumb to the front door. “Mason’s on 
the porch. Said he doesn’t deserve to come inside or something like 


that. Ezra’s ordered he only be a wolf Topside from now until, I 
don’t know, a long time. It’ll limit... you know, what happened last 
time.” 

I nodded at the suggestion that seemed reasonable. Mariang 
handed me a plate and I filled it with probably too many pancakes. 
I poured maple syrup over the top and stabbed into the fluffy 
goodness with excitement when I realized it was real maple syrup, 
and not the artificial kind. Allie would’ve loved it. 

“You pulled a lot from her last night?” Mariang asked of Von’s 
full plate. “I thought taking a day or two off from reaping would 
help things go smoother while you lot healed from your abduction.” 

“Nah. I’m just refueling from all the raucous sex we had. Takes a 
lot out of a bloke. November’s absolutely bananas in bed. Took my 
virginity all over again, she did.” Von tossed Mariang a smile when 
Danny choked on his orange juice. 

I kept eating, not at all put off at Von’s crass jokes. “Yes. We had 
lots of sex. Tell me, sweet cheeks, next time can it last a whole 
three minutes? I'd really like that.” Von scoffed and offered some 
rebuttal, but I couldn’t hear a word of it since his mouth was full of 
pancakes. I turned and kissed his cheek. “You can work up to the 
three minutes, if you like.” Then I tucked my finger into the waist 
of his jeans and gave a slight tug, smirking when his eyes widened. 
“T believe in you, little buddy.” 

“Little?” Von choked out, astonished that my jokes were better 
than his. 

“If we’re done with this, then we can drum up a plan for the 
day.” Danny was surly, which was to say, business as usual. We 
decided on going to the hospital nearby, and started an uneventful 
day of sucking the souls out of people. 

Von stayed by my side morning, noon and night for the next 
week while we muddled through reaping duties. We had to store up 
souls so I could take the sagrado stone down to the next country in 
Terraway and do my thing. While I’d been able to do dozens before 
in a single workday, Von insisted we take it slow, meeting the 
minimum quota, plus one or two extra. While I’d wanted to argue, I 
was starting to feel winded when we hit eight reapings. I knew 
being starved for weeks couldn’t be fixed in a day, so I tried to be 
patient with our sluggish progress. 

“You nervous?” Von asked me as he shut the bedroom door so 
we could wind down for the night. Mason roamed around near my 


dresser, giving the bed a wide berth while Von and I turned the 
covers down. “Hopefully this next journey won’t be as harrowing as 
the last. I mean, this one will be properly planned out.” 

I shrugged, unwilling to admit that my stomach was in knots. 
“Tm fine.” Then I groaned when Von handed me the clear jar he’d 
put on the shelf of my nightstand that he’d labeled “Denial Jar”. I 
yanked a dollar from my messenger bag and shoved it inside. 

“Shall we try that again?” 

“T hope it’s not as rough as the last time. I mean, we’re taking 
healing to their country. You’d think that would be a good thing, 
but it feels like we’re doomed the second we step into Terraway.” I 
straightened my pillow on the bed before I climbed in under the 
covers, exhausted. Mason hopped up next to me, and I reminded 
myself to be cool. We’d fallen into a good rhythm, especially since 
Mason couldn’t speak, which meant we couldn’t have the dreaded 
talk about how it all went so wrong. I fished for an engaging topic 
that would distract me from my discomfort. “So, this Sama 
character. Super bad guy?” 

“Super immortal bad guy, which is like, the worst kind.” 

“Tell me about him. Long mustache to twirl? Tying damsels to 
train tracks?” 

“Honestly, I only know the headlines. He’s like, over a hundred 
years old or something. He was an apprentice with some other 
bloke under the last Kapre.” 

“What’s a Kapre? I forget.” 

“Tt’s an extinct species now. They used to be these incredible 
giants who smoked fat cigars and told you riddles. They fancied 
gems and important stones. They were fascinated with the sagrado 
stones. The last Kapre was in possession of the spare sagrado stone, 
and when Sama and the other bloke killed him, the last stone went 
missing.” He flopped down in the bed next to me on my other side. 
“That is, until it showed up in your mum’s home.” 

“That’s crazy.” 

“Yeah.” Von scratched his toned stomach. “You sure I can’t 
smoke in here? I’m itching for a cigar right now.” 

“You can smoke all you want outside. I already caved and said 
you can sleep in your underwear.” That was with the firm 
understanding that he would wear pajama pants again once Mason 
was allowed to be human. 

“Yes, but you put your foot down on you not sleeping in just 


your knickers, as well. That cuts off half the fun. And now no cigars 
in bed on top of that? You’re one cruel mistress.” 

“Oh, brother. My bedroom’s my perfectly clean place. I need one 
clean space in my life. You know that.” 

“Yes, yes. I know. I just figured if I keep whining about it, 
maybe you'll realize your long lost love for smoking cigars, as well. 
Then we can spend our nights smoking together before we turn in. 
Doesn’t that just sound sexy?” 

“Oh, Von. You’re my favorite bad habit, and I only allow myself 
one of those at a time.” My foot found his under the covers. “Tell 
me more about Sama. The villain in the movie tonight died too 
easily. Bruce Campbell’s just too incredible for his own good.” 

Von chuckled at my Bruce Campbell obsession. “Let’s see. Where 
were we? Ah, yes. Bedtime stories about evil geniuses who can’t be 
killed. When they were apprentices for the last Kapre, Sama and the 
other bloke found a way to make themselves immortal using a self- 
inflicted curse, powered by one of the magical gemstones the Kapre 
collected. Sama was then doubly cursed by his Kapre master, 
imprisoned on an island.” 

“So he’d live forever, but alone? That sucks.” 

“Indeed. Sama’s a powerful one, though. He’s always trying to 
get off the island, sending his soul to inhabit the weak. He’s got a 
whole army he controls without ever having to leave his island. It’s 
how he killed the last Kapre from his remote location, without ever 
laying a finger on him.” 

“Yikes.” 

“Sama uses the undead who haven’t been properly buried. That’s 
why what Mason did was so important. There were fewer zombies 
for Sama to call to himself.” He reached over me to pat Mason’s 
furry head. “Now Sama’s army is growing every day, I’d imagine.” 

“That’s terrible! What are we going to do to stop him? There 
must be some kind of magical pill or something that can kill an 
immortal.” 

Von tugged me close, pecking my lips. “Solving all the world’s 
problems in a conversation, are we? Sorry, love. There’s no such 
pill. Hence the whole ‘immortal’ aspect of it all.” 

“Stop saying ‘hence’. I know you're trying to turn me on with 
your fancy words.” 

He chuckled at my humor. “Well, I had to give it a shot.” He 
drew my hand to rest on his stomach, sighing contentedly at the 


intimate contact he only enjoyed from me. He loved sleeping in his 
underwear, and I loved the warmth he exuded, so it was a win-win. 
“Must sleep, darling. We’ll figure out that whole magic pill thing in 
the morning, yeah?” 

“Yeah, okay. Night, Von. Night, Mason.” 

Mason had kept to his wolf form that entire week. He and I slept 
with our spines pressed together while I dozed in Von’s arms, 
dreaming about Philip. 


Eleven. 
Three Days 


I drove Terence the Taurus with Von in the passenger 


seat and Mason sprawled out in the back as we made 
our way to Ezra Manor to discuss the next leg of our 
journey through Terraway. It was the first time Mason 
had not been a wolf since the incident, and things were 
a little tense. Von kept his hand on my knee, 
maintaining a constant stream of gentle pulling until I 
cut the engine in Ezra’s driveway. I’d been weak for a 
while, but this morning, I was starting to feel more 
myself. I was getting stronger again, with my brain 
firing on all cylinders after a week of eating properly 
and reaping only a modest amount while I recouped. 

For half a minute, I just sat in my seat, unwilling to get out of 
the car and face the next assignment. While I’d gotten back a bit of 
my strength and clarity, I didn’t feel ready to tackle Narnia just yet. 
Von tugged on my ponytail. “I think it’s time, Peach.” 

“T know. I’m working my way up to opening the door.” I looked 
over at him. “You sure we can’t FedEx the sagrado stone to the next 
territory? I mean, does it have to be me?” 

Mason answered when Von wavered. “It has to be you, and it 
has to be now. Terraway’s waited long enough.” It was the first 
thing he’d said to me since he’d pinned me down and forced me to 


keep kissing him. Not quite an apology, but whatever. 

Ezra trotted out to greet us, opening my door and ushering me 
out like a gentleman — a gentleman who couldn’t wait another 
minute for me to get on the ball. Ezra displayed his hands before 
wrapping them around me in a hug I tried to get used to. Ezra’s 
chest was solid, and he smelled of aftershave and fresh coffee. 
“You’re looking much better than when last I saw you. I don’t like 
this distance, you living an hour away. I worry.” 

For seven solid seconds, I let myself pretend that he was worried 
about just me, and not Terraway’s food supply. I leaned my head on 
Ezra’s shoulder, indulging in the paternal glow of it all. It was one 
of the few times I let Ezra hold me without squirming to get away. 
He felt the difference, squeezing tighter when he sensed I needed 
the boost. “I’m worried this trip’s going to end up like the last one. I 
didn’t like being locked up like that.” 

Ezra rubbed my back to soothe me, and I let him. “We’re far 
better prepared this time around. You'll be going to Kabayo’s land, 
and since Kabayo’s the king, he’s granting you free passage through 
his country. It won’t be the same war trying to sneak through. And 
Pll be with you the whole time, yeah?” 

“T guess that’s a little better.” 

“Mariang’s coming, too. It’ll be like a family camping trip,” Ezra 
said with a smile. 

“Isn’t that kind of hard for her? I mean, are you sure that’s 
best?” I tried to picture her frail body sleeping on the ground and 
winced. 

“Not best, but necessary. Kabayo’s wife requested to see her.” 

“Wife? I didn’t know Kabayo was married.” I couldn’t picture 
him romantic or soft. Or as anything but an equine warrior king. 

“Yes, if you can believe it.” Ezra turned and led me into the 
mansion with one arm still wrapped around my shoulders. He 
dipped his head in my direction to speak quietly to me after Von 
and Mason went into the conference room ahead of us. “Things are 
okay with Mason?” 

I shrugged. “I guess they have to be. We haven’t talked about 
what happened. Von’s a good buffer, though.” 

Ezra turned to face me to make sure I was paying attention. 
“Should you feel uncomfortable around Mason, I want you to tell 
me first thing. The Omen and Puller bond is sacred; he shouldn’t 
have treated it so unkindly.” 


“How are things going with Bev?” I wasn’t sure what Danny had 
told him. 

Ezra forced a polite smile. “They’re alright. She wasn’t thrilled 
that I found out about Allie, and I wasn’t thrilled that she kept a 
whole child from me. We’re working through it. My forthcoming 
absence didn’t go over well, but that’s to be expected.” He shook his 
head. “You don’t need to worry about your mother. I’ll be sure to 
conduct myself like a gentleman.” 

I wanted to tell him it wasn’t her I was worried about, but the 
words stayed stuck in my throat. “I have no doubt.” 

Ezra led me into the room where the first thing I heard was 
bickering. The first thing I saw was a massive dead horse head on 
the round table. I gasped, taking in the foam on the horse’s maw 
and the lifeless glassy eyes that stared in no particular direction. 
The nurse in me wanted to investigate the green tinge to his maw, 
but Ezra stopped me when I tried to reach out to examine it. “King 
Kabayo, why don’t you fill our newcomers in about your recent 
predicament,” he said as he lowered me to a chair. 

I saw Finn, Lang and Sylvia, who all dipped their heads at me in 
formal greeting. Kabayo stood, placing his hands on the table, 
towering over everyone there. He was easily seven feet tall, and his 
black horse head looked menacing as he addressed the group. “Ever 
since Sakuna received their piece of the sagrado stone, our people 
have been hit hard with some sort of plague. The Omens have been 
keeping up with their reapings, so our buhay crops are starting to 
grow stronger, but we’re no match for this. I’m certain it’s a curse.” 
He pointed to the horse’s mouth to indicate the crusted and dried 
foam. “We don’t know what’s causing it, but it seems to be 
something they’re ingesting. And it’s only affecting those of us not 
taking Sama’s rations, so I know he’s not poisoning us that way. If 
we can get the sagrado to the main water source, like you did in 
Sakuna, I think that could help. The stone has healing powers, and 
we’ve never needed them more than we do now. I’ve lost forty 
Tikbalangs to this plague, and it’s barely been a week.” 

Lang lifted my backpack off the floor and set it on the table in 
front of me, so I had something to focus on other than the giant 
dead horse man. “Here’s what’s left of your stone, Lady October. 
Ruiz, Klark and I are ready to assist you on your journey.” 

Sylvia shook her crescent moon-shaped head. “I wish I could 
help, but my land’s on the brink of a civil war. Factions have been 


splitting off, and the country’s divided — those who want me to 
continue my rule and those who would see others in my place. Me 
being here for this meeting is the most time I can spend away from 
my people.” 

Ezra nodded. “Understandable. Just make sure when it comes 
time for our journey through your land, that it’s safer than what we 
found in Sakuna.” 

“That’s exactly what I’m working on.” 

Finn was sitting back in his chair, his long fingers folded over 
his abdomen. His blondish-brownish hair had just enough wave to 
it, and his deep green eyes and full lips drew my gaze. He always 
appeared outside of whatever drama was happening, and today 
proved no exception. His expression was hard to read, since it 
looked like he could have been concentrating on his favorite TV 
show instead of studying a dead horse. He didn’t speak, but Ezra’s 
eyes kept sweeping toward him as if to gauge how to proceed. 
While everyone deferred to Ezra, I could now see how Ezra relied 
on them every bit as much. 

Kabayo didn’t believe in deferring, so he pushed on. “How long 
until enough souls are stored up? How soon can the stone come to 
us?” 

Ezra looked to me for an answer, and I stiffened. Apparently I 
was the weakest link, so the journey depended on how soon I could 
get my act together. “Depending on how many souls we can find in 
a day, I can be ready no problem. How many do we need stored 
up?” 

“At least fifty if we’re to be gone five days,” Ezra replied, his 
tone dubious that I could get the job done in a timeframe that 
would suit Kabayo. “Remember, we’re still behind on what was 
lacking before you were awakened.” 

I'd been working at the bare minimum for the past week, but it 
seemed now was the time to crank it up a notch. I ran my hand 
over my face, adding up that cost versus the effort I had in me. 
“Give me three days. Can y’all be ready by then?” 

This number seemed to please them. They nodded and some 
stood to ready for departure back to their homeland, but Finn 
remained seated, his gaze shifting to me with that same indifferent 
calculation. “You and Mariang can reap that many in three days? 
You look on the edge of collapse.” 

Whatever weariness I felt at the mere act of sitting while I was 


still on the mend, I shook off in that instant, bristling as I met his 
gaze with probably a little too much defiance. “You’re not so 
beautiful yourself,” I lied. Finn was gorgeous in that “how should I 
care what I look like, I hit the genetic lottery” kind of way. “I was 
held in a prison for weeks and starved while my Duwendes were 
tortured. What’s your excuse?” 

Finn’s answering smile was heard. The ‘oh, snap’ looks that 
fizzled and spun around us from the others were ignored. 
“Apologies, milady. I only meant to ask if you were sure three days 
was enough time for you and Lady Mariang. You look terrible.” 

I leaned back in my chair, mirroring his body language. I knew 
his type. I'd seen enough mafia henchmen and upper management 
in prison to know they only respected the ones who disrespected 
them to their face. They revered unwavering strength, which I had 
in spades when my abilities to get a job done were questioned. “I 
don’t plan on Mariang working these next few days. She'll be 
resting and packing for the journey. I can do fifty souls on my own 
in three days just fine. Or would you rather I drag it out so I can go 
get my nails done? I haven’t scheduled a manicure in ages.” I tried 
to appear bored as I studied my nails that had never actually seen 
the inside of a salon. 

Finn examined my small movements. “You always give me 
something pretty to look at.” 

I ignored what I’m sure was supposed to be a compliment. “This 
is the part where you say ‘thank you’ and move along to your little 
underwater friends.” He opened his mouth to reply, but my raised 
eyebrow told him not to push it. “Have a good one, guys. See you in 
three days.” 


Twelve. 
A Fourth Wheel 


E.. remained in his seat while the others shook 


hands or vanished on sight. When it was just Ezra, me 
and Finn, Ezra spoke more openly. “Darling, I’m not sure 
it was wise to promise such a high number in so short a 
time. You’re barely upright.” 

“T can handle it. No point in letting more of Kabayo’s people die 
while everyone waits for me to feel better. I’ve powered through 
and gone to work half-cocked before. This is no different. Same 
rodeo, different horse is all.” 

“While I appreciate the bravado, the others will be ready to go 
in three days’ time. Will you?” 

“We'll see, won’t we?” When this response worried Ezra, I 
waved off his concern. “I’ll get it done, and I’ll do it without 
Mariang. She kept going while I was in prison, least I can do is give 
her a few days off. She needs it.” 

“That’s kind of you, but she can’t even keep up with the 
minimum quota of souls. What you’re promising...” Ezra shook his 
head. 

I stood, leaning on the table and probably tipping my hand at 
how under the weather I still was. “Could I make myself a 
sandwich? And a few for the guys? I don’t want to have to stop for 
lunch once we get going. We’re burning daylight, here.” 

Ezra pulled out his phone and called Lynna, requesting she pack 


us each several large lunches. “It’s done.” 

“You didn’t have to do that. I could’ve made the sandwich 
myself.” 

Ezra tilted his chin to the side, looking at me as if seeing me 
more clearly than most. “It’s okay to lean on me. One day, I hope 
you understand that.” 

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I shoved my hands in my 
pockets. “I... um... Well, thanks. Pll try to keep that in mind.” 

“What else can I get you?” 

“Oh, jeez. Nothing. You’ve got enough on your plate helping 
Sylvia with her Tombstone-style uprising. Just make sure if 
Mariang’s set on going, that she’s ready when it’s time.” 

Finn spoke up, having watched our boring exchange with a 
skeptical eye. “You ask for too little. You’re an Omen; you can 
demand whatever you like from any of us. What are you hiding? No 
one’s that selfless.” 

“You’re confusing selfless with capable. Pll ask when I need.” I 
narrowed my eyes at him. “And I don’t need your commentary on 
my life. You don’t know the first thing about me.” 

Finn maintained his laidback position in his chair, scratching 
one of the gills on his neck. “I know enough.” 

I looked around at the empty chairs. “Aren’t you dismissed? 
Like, don’t you have a kingdom to run for your king or something? I 
know listening to me talk about making a sandwich can’t be the 
most important thing you’ve got going today.” 

“As a matter of fact, it is. You are. Banak’s kingdom is properly 
delegated, just like any good organization. I won’t allow what 
happened to you to go down again. I won’t let Sama or Sakuna send 
more spies to abduct you.” 

“Aw, shucks. Thanks, but I'll pass. I’ve already got two 
shadows.” 

Finn waited in his lazy way, giving me a calculating smile that 
didn’t touch his light green eyes. Ezra answered for him. “Finn 
would feel better if he could accompany you today.” 

“You don’t say. Thanks, but I don’t think those gills you’re 
rocking are going to blend in up here.” 

“Tll manage. Your wolf king blends in easy enough.” 

“No,” I ruled, staring at him with my best “back off” face. 

Ezra’s voice remained even to temper the growing argument. 
“Captain Finn operates under a curse, October. If King Banak orders 


him to do something, he must obey. It’s why Captain Finn makes for 
such a strong leader while King Banak... distracts himself. King 
Banak has requested Finn watch out for you to secure his nation’s 
food supply.” 

There was a hardness to Finn’s eyes that tried to appear 
nonplussed at the mention of his curse. If someone had forced me to 
obey their will, ’'m not sure I’d handle it quite so gracefully. 

“Wait, Ezra, talk to this Banak guy. My life’s weird enough as it 
is. I don’t need Finn lurking.” 

I expected my attitude to earn a little in return, but Finn’s chest 
began to shake with silent laughter. “It’s no wonder Geon didn’t let 
you go once he knew he wouldn’t get the stone from you. You’ve 
got some fight in you.” 

“Tll see you in three days, Ezra.” I gave him a two-fingered 
salute, ignoring Finn as best I could. I didn’t expect Finn to follow 
me, though maybe I should’ve. His footsteps echoed behind me 
down the hall, making me cringe. “Dude, I think you know I’m 
going to tell you to get lost.” 

“And I think you don’t know who you’re talking to. I almost 
prefer it that way. Everyone’s got such a healthy fear of me; it gets 
tiresome after a while.” 

I rolled my eyes at him. “Blah, blah, blah. Yeah, I get it. You’re a 
badass. Go home to your fishbowl.” 

Finn ignored me, which was frustrating. Instead of engaging in 
what I assumed would be yet another fruitless argument, I spun on 
my heel and made my way down to the kitchen, where Von was 
sitting on a stool with Mason in wolf form at his feet. Von had been 
joking with Lynna while she packed us lunches, but swallowed his 
laughter quickly when Finn entered the room. He stood to attention 
with a closed expression of disdain, with Mason doing the wolf 
version of that at his side. I was grateful that Mason had deserted 
his human form; it made me less anxious. Lynna bowed her head, 
looking scared that Finn was in her haven. 

I waved off their formal greeting before things got out of hand. 
“No, no. Finn thinks he’s coming with us today, but he’s not.” I 
pointed to the fearful respect or blatant dislike on each of their 
faces, my chin jutting out at Finn as I sassed him. “See? This is 
exactly what I didn’t want. We’ve got enough problems without 
having to be perfect all the time in front of you. We'll never get 
anything done this way.” 


“They seem to be doing just fine. In fact, with me here, I bet 
they move even faster.” 

“And they’ll be nervous wrecks. Don’t you think we’ve been 
through enough? Don’t you think we’ve got enough on our plates 
without you making them all scared?” 

Von’s wide eyes told me I was treading on dangerous ground, 
and his words came out with a grudge. I could tell he hated Finn, 
but had acquired a grave respect of him somewhere along the road. 
“Tt’s no trouble, Captain Finn. We’d be honored.” 

“He’s lying,” I told Finn, who smirked at me. “There isn’t room 
in our car.” 

“You'll have to make room, dear,” Lynna countered, giving me 
the “now, hush up” look that forced me to obey. 

“If we’re going to do fifty reapings in the next three days, we 
can’t be slowed down with dead weight. He’s not going to blend in. 
Hello, he’s got gills!” 

Von broke his formal demeanor to gawk at me. “Since when do 
you think you can do that many? You were barely upright two 
nights ago at the end of the workday. Scratch that, you weren’t 
upright! I had to carry you to bed.” 

I grumbled that he’d mentioned that in mixed company. “You 
don’t need to be bringing that up in front of old Gill, here.” I jerked 
my thumb at Finn. 

Von ignored my humor. “Be reasonable. You’re not as strong as 
you were before you were abducted. You're still getting back on 
your feet. You know this is too much. You’re being stubborn.” 

“Mariang’s taking three days off, so let’s get cracking.” I 
stretched my arms over my head. “I’m fine. Got a full night’s sleep, 
and I’m good as new. Where do you want to hit up today? A 
hospital? I think hospice might be easiest.” I eyed Finn’s gills. “Like 
shooting fish in a barrel.” 

Von groaned and Mason whined. “And you already promised 
them this, didn’t you.” 

“Yup. It’s all good, guys. I told you, I feel fine. We can probably 
knock off half the list today alone. The second half tomorrow, and 
the third day we can crash and finish the movie marathon we 
started two nights ago. Easy-peasy.” 

“Tf only you were joking.” Von handed me my phone. “I turned 
it on and charged it for you. You missed a call from Ollie, who 
wasn’t thrilled I answered.” 


I squinted one eye at him. “That makes two of us.” 

“And you missed a call from Bev, who seemed pretty upset 
about something. She asked that you call her straightaway.” 

I took my phone from him and rubbed his fingerprints off on my 
lavender t-shirt. “Okay, rule one: Don’t answer my phone. Rule two: 
That goes double if it’s Bev. She probably found out I took the 
doorstop.” To Von’s raised eyebrow, I added, “That’s what she was 
using the sagrado stone as.” 

Von did a face-palm. “I wouldn’t spread that around. When do 
you want to go, Captain?” 

Finn opened his mouth to answer, but I beat him to it. “Oh, 
Finn’s not going. We don’t have time for this. Can you be ready to 
go in five?” 

“We’re ready now, love.” Von grabbed his light black jacket off 
the back of the chair. “Mason, if we’re going to hospice, you need to 
be human. The one this way doesn’t allow dogs.” 

Mason whined dejectedly and scampered up the stairs. Von’s 
hand on the small of my back was nice, and I didn’t even mind that 
he did it to pull the stress from me at being around Mason again. I 
didn’t want to see him and deal with the mess. I just wanted it to go 
away. I couldn’t wait until this sagrado business was over with so I 
could get some space. “Ill wait in the car.” I was hoping for a few 
minutes of privacy to call my brother back, but knew that wouldn’t 
happen. 

Von’s hand slid into mine, and I could tell he was nervous at 
Finn’s watchful eye. “By the book today, Peach. Seriously.” 

“Okay. You alright?” Von gave a stiff nod as we walked out to 
the car. “Give me a minute. I’ve got to call Ollie before he starts to 
worry.” 

I shut myself in the car, leaving Von and Finn standing 
awkwardly in the garage, not looking at each other. I called my 
brother, who answered on the first ring. “October? Where have you 
been?!” he shouted into the phone. 

“Jeez! What’s with the attitude? I called you back.” 

I could tell I’d said the wrong thing by the fuming I could hear 
him doing. “Are you joking? You missed your Thursday check-in! 
Again! I thought you understood that those aren’t just ‘hey, how’s it 
going’ chats. Those are important! I’m not near you, so I need to 
know that you’re safe! How could you do that to me? And that’s 
coming off three weeks where you didn’t check in at all until you 


got back and deigned to pick up the phone. I think I’ve earned the 
right to worry. What’s going on with you?” 

I bit my lip, softening at the worrying [’d unintentionally put 
him through. I guessed that telling him I hadn’t called that first two 
weeks because I was in a dungeon wouldn’t help matters, or that I 
hadn’t been conscious most evenings this past week because I was 
busy ripping the souls out of dying people. “I’m sorry, Ollie. I went 
out of town. Took a little vacation. I completely lost track of time. 
Unacceptable, I know.” 

“Where were you really?” Ollie shouted. “I know you! You don’t 
take vacations! I know when you're lying to me!” 

Flashbacks of Ollie, Allie and Bev screaming at each other 
flooded my mind, and I no longer felt like a woman who was part 
of a world-changing team. I was a little girl again, hiding in the 
trash and hoping the chaos would stop. ’d hoped someone would 
rescue me and sweep me off to the Brady Bunch. I’d needed it then, 
and it took too long to come. My voice was small under Ollie’s 
tirade. “Ollie?” 

“We're all we have! You get that, don’t you? You can’t check out 
on me! You can’t forget about me!” 

“T didn’t...” My protest was laced with hurt, but it didn’t matter. 
He didn’t hear a word I said. Ollie rarely yelled at me, so I never 
really knew how to handle it. I’m guessing hanging up on him 
wasn’t the best way to deal, but it was all I could think of. It was 
the only way I could run and hide. 

The second I ended the call, I was horrified at my actions. I’d 
never hung up on Ollie before. Panic welled up in me at the awful 
thing I’d done, but for the life of me, I couldn’t bring myself to call 
back and face him. Ollie and Allie raised me, gave up everything 
they wanted so I could have a future. What’d I do with that future? 
I quit my job, shacked up with two dudes, didn’t return phone calls 
and hung up when he finally got in touch. I was awful. 

Von opened my door and placed a hand on my arm, correctly 
sensing that I was nine kinds of crazy right now. “Oh, man. That 
must’ve been some phone call. The stress is coming off you in 
waves.” 

“T don’t know what I just did,” I admitted, shocked at my own 
behavior. 

Von pried my phone out of my rigid fingers, shut my door and 
walked around to sit in the passenger’s seat next to me. Finn let 


himself into the backseat, and I knew he had to be uncomfortable 
with his longer legs. Mason was a few seconds behind, sliding in 
behind Von in the back, his posture rigid at sitting with Finn. He 
handed Finn a blue silk scarf, which Finn artfully tied around his 
neck to hide his fishier qualities. 

Von reached across the console, his hand on my knee as I pulled 
out of the driveway. “You’ve got to calm down if we’re going to do 
a ton of reaping today.” His warning fell on deaf ears, because as 
soon as my phone rang, I swerved. “Okay! Hey, that’s not calming 
down. I’ve got it. How about you just drive, yeah?” He answered 
the call, and I could feel the anxiety creeping up inside of me like 
too much vomit on standby. “October’s phone. No, this is Von. She’s 
driving, so I’'ll put you on the Bluetooth.” 

Ollie’s rage was barely contained through succinctly spat words. 
“What was that?” Before I could answer, Ollie’s anger built like one 
brick on top of the other, every sentence bringing about a worse 
level of fury until his voice towered over me, turning me into a 
mouse. “Did you just hang up on me? Did you really just do that? 
You go radio silent on me for three weeks, and you give me some 
BS excuse about why you were gone with no notice. I call to make 
sure you're still alive after you miss yet another check-in, and you 
hang up on me?” 

“Ollie, I’m sorry! You were yelling, and I...” 

“Of course I’m yelling! I was scared you were dead! Never! 
Never in the whole time I’ve been in New York have we ever missed 
a Thursday night phone call. And who’s answering your phone? Is 
that why you’ve completely flaked out on me? You met some guy? 
That British friend of Ezra’s who stayed over that one time on the 
couch with you? I knew he was trouble!” 

Von raised an eyebrow at me, taking pleasure in being the bad 
boy parents warned their children away from. 

I scraped at the skin on my arms, wishing we were not on 
speakerphone, that I was far, far away, and that Ollie would 
understand. “No! It’s got nothing to do with Von or Mason. I said I 
was sorry! I was out of town, and I lost track of the days. I was 
being irresponsible. I didn’t think. I didn’t mean to worry you, 
Ollie.” 

“I know you’re lying to me! What I don’t know is why? I’ve 
never lied to you. Never! What’s really going on? And who’s 
Mason? I get nothing from you, and Bev’s been calling me every 


day to apologize for who knows what.” 

“Huh?” 

“She’s been crying, actually crying and trying to get me to come 
home so she can make sure I’m okay. Me! Said she wants us to be a 
family. Is she high? I’ve never heard her talk like that. I don’t know 
what she’s on, but that Ezra’s really done a number on her. I 
thought you were checking in on her once a week still, or did you 
forget about that, too?” 

“Hey, you told me to stay away from Bev! You told me to get 
her out of my life. Now you want me to check in on her after I 
finally take your advice?” I gripped the steering wheel. “You need 
to call your sponsor. I’m serious, Ollie. You’re off the rails, yelling 
at me like this.” 

Ollie paused, clearly embarrassed I’d brought up his Anger 
Management sessions. “I guess I’m not being fair. I just have no idea 
why Bev’s calling trying to make amends. I thought you were 
handling her.” 

“None of this is fair!” 

Ollie’s tone changed when he heard the frustrated emotion 
tugging at my tone. “Are you... Are you crying?” 

“No!” I retorted, feeling foolish. “I know you’re mad, but you 
can’t yell at me like that! I’ve been through the craphole here, and I 
don’t need you shouting at me!” 

“T knew you were lying. Talk to me. What’s going on, Gracie? Is 
it that guy? That Von guy?” 

I groaned, scratching my neck to relief the anxiety and center 
myself. “No, Von’s fine. He’s just a friend. He’s been a good friend, 
actually. My best friend these days. It’s nothing. Everything’s fine. I 
told you, I just lost track of the time.” 

“T never thought I’d have to tell you to stop lying to me twice in 
one conversation. You didn’t lose track of the time. Something’s 
up.” 

“Look, P’ve got to go. I don’t want to do this right now. We can 
talk more when you move back home.” 

Ollie’s voice was low and deadly. “Don’t you dare hang up on 
me.” 

“T’'m not hanging up on you, but I’m ending the call. I love you, 
and I’ll see you in a couple weeks.” 

“T don’t like this.” 

I pulled onto the freeway, holding back my anxiety as much as I 


could. “Believe me, Ollie, there’s nothing about this that I like, 
either.” 


Thirteen. 
Head in the Garbage 
Can 


I tried not to feel the eyes staring at me. “Not a word,” 


I warned them quietly as I drove. The radio was a 
welcome distraction, so I cranked the music to make 


sure no one could comment on my personal life. 

After two crappy pop songs that really should never be blasted, 
Von turned the volume down. “Love, you’ve got to stop. You’re 
going to tear your skin. I’m doing pretty well with controlling 
myself, but you’re going to make things difficult for me if you keep 
scratching yourself.” His hand was still on my knee, but the pulling 
was too gentle for the tumbleweeds rocketing around inside of me. 
When my phone rang again, Von checked the caller ID. “It’s Bev.” 

“Please don’t answer that. I don’t have it in me to handle her 
today. She’ll just yell because I took her doorstop, and I can’t 
handle another person shouting at me this morning.” 

“Fair enough.” 

Mason spoke up from the backseat. It was the second time I’d 
heard him talk since our kiss had turned sour. “How would she 
even know it’s missing?” 

“Oh, she knows where all her special things are, and if anyone 
moves even a piece of paper, she goes ballistic. I don’t want to talk 
about it. Can y’all be cool and let it go? It’s barely ten o’clock, and 
it’s already been a long day for me.” 


“This was a bad idea, you promising all these souls.” Von laced 
his fingers through mine as I drove with one hand and my knee. 

“Tt’s done. I want this sagrado nonsense snapped off already. I 
want my life back. I want to go back to work, and ’m sure Mason 
wants to go back to Sombi so he can do all the zombie killing to his 
heart’s content. And I’m sure you want to get on with your life, too, 
Von. Anyone got a problem with me speeding things along so we 
can get back to our regularly scheduled programs?” When my 
question was met with crickets, I nodded. “Didn’t think so.” 

We drove the rest of the way in silence, arriving at the hospice 
facility twenty minutes later. I parked the car and reached for the 
door, but Mason stopped me. “Wait for us to get the door for you. 
You and Finn are stations above us, so you don’t open your own 
doors. Captain Finn’s here, so we play by the rules.” 

“Well, when you put it like that, how can a girl not swoon?” I 
was miffed that the first time he offered to open the door for me 
was because a big bad baddy was watching. I sighed and turned 
around to address the peanut gallery, kneeling on my seat. “Look, 
it’s going to be a long day, and I don’t want to start it feeling like 
we're not in this together. Finn, I told you to go home because we 
do things different than you’re probably comfortable with. If you’re 
with us, you’re one of us, not above us. You can get your own 
door.” 

Finn’s chin moved to the left as he held my gaze, sizing up the 
odd creature he found me to be. I could hear Von swearing under 
his breath in a stream of nervous curse words as the balance shifted. 
It was all unnecessarily dramatic. Finally Finn answered, “I can play 
along, but only this weekend. When the others are around, I expect 
the respect I’ve earned. It’s the way the system works, and without 
the system, fools think they can sit where I do, and it’s safer for the 
kingdom that they don’t. Understood?” 

“Sure.” I knew it was as good as I was going to get, so I ended 
the conversation by opening the door and starting to walk toward 
the building. 

Mason and Von trotted after me, each of them taking one of my 
hands and making us look, well, kind of weird together. My gut was 
easy to follow, and the death was ripe for the picking. Finn walked 
behind us, observing our tag team approach to pulling and the in- 
and-out way Mariang had taught me to do my job. She was a pro at 
it, but ’'d been a quick study. I barely registered the names of the 


people I was reaping anymore, coming into the rooms with some 
lame excuse or no excuse at all. The facility produced thirteen souls 
that were reaped and then pulled with no incident, only the 
occasional question or comment from Finn. He actually wasn’t such 
a pain once he realized there would be no bowing and cowering. 

I tried not to lean on Von or Mason on our way out, but the 
exhaustion was starting to creep up on me. I felt cold settling in my 
chest, but the more they pulled from me on our way to the car, the 
more that weighted chill dulled. I slumped in the driver’s seat, 
leaning my head back and closing my eyes to give myself half a 
moment of collecting myself before we ramped up for another 
round. 

“Break for lunch before we go?” Mason suggested, his stomach 
rumbling. 

“Sure. Pll grab the food from the trunk.” Von waved us off to the 
few picnic tables on the other side of the parking lot from the main 
hospice building. It was picturesque with the tall oaks framing the 
wooden picnic tables that were clear of graffiti. There was even a 
swing set further back, no doubt to keep the families with young 
children occupied while they waited out their great grandparents’ 
last moments. 

Mason held his arm out to me, and though I wanted to be far 
away from him, my feet felt like lead and my breath was too 
shallow to walk long distances. Like, you know, from one end of the 
parking lot to the other. What a wuss. Mason was gentle with my 
unsteady feet, moving slowly and pulling the cold from me as we 
walked like a true couple to the tables. He lowered me onto the 
bench with care. 

I could tell he’d almost thought he’d gotten away with 
everything, until he leaned down to kiss my cheek and I flinched. 
He watched me avoid his gaze and finally sat next to me. He draped 
his arm around my shoulders as Von and Finn sat across from us. 
“Ym truly sorry,” Mason whispered low in my ear. “There’s no 
excuse for my behavior. I won’t indulge in you again.” 

Indulge in me? Like I was a sinful dessert that was only bad for 
him. Of course he wouldn’t be kissing me again. He couldn’t use our 
connection to see his wife anymore, now that he wasn’t in love with 
me. Thus, kissing me had lost all appeal because being with only 
me wasn’t enough. I don’t know why that rock sunk hard in my gut; 
it wasn’t like I was itching for another go at our non-relationship. 


I nodded at Mason in lieu of speaking my mind, keeping my 
eyes away from his face. I didn’t feel the need to tell him it was 
fine. Von was right. It wasn’t fine, but there was nothing I could do 
about it now. 

Mason lifted an item out of the midsized cooler, taking a bite 
that was almost half the meaty sandwich. It was a good thing Lynna 
packed for a troop. “So what do you think about the Topside?” he 
asked Finn conversationally. Ever since I laid down the law about 
the whole us being on equal footing thing, the atmosphere had 
relaxed a little. Von was still edgy and unhappy that Finn was 
around, but the fishy guy actually managed a conversation here and 
there. Von lit his cigar and puffed it between taking bites of his 
sandwich. 

Finn looked around as he chewed. “It’s nice. Colder up here, but 
maybe that’ll change once we’re free of our burning suns when the 
climates even out. Maybe things will cool down to this temperature. 
I think I might like that.” 

I swallowed a bite of my sandwich before speaking. “What are 
you going to do without all the famine and heatstroke and whatnot? 
I mean, so much manpower goes into just surviving, I wonder what 
Terraway will look like once things aren’t so hard.” 

“T imagine I’ll have a lot more work on my hands, keeping 
everyone busy enough so they don’t cause problems for themselves, 
but that’s the lesser of the evils.” Finn looked to the swings with a 
small smile. “It’s not always the hardships that reveal who you are; 
it’s often when those hardships are removed and hands grow idle 
that your true self surfaces.” 

“Makes sense.” Mason and Finn had been equals at one point, 
and in the quiet shade of the tree, they started speaking like that 
again. It was nice to see Mason rise to his status of sitting at the 
cool kids’ table he’d cast himself off of so long ago. It was even 
more gratifying to watch Finn let his guard of distance down to be 
one of the guys. He even laughed a few times at a couple of my 
dumber jokes. 

Von was not so enthused. He was visibly seething the more Finn 
spoke. “And what do you know about hardships? You’re the one 
controlling the harem. You eat the king’s stores of buhay without 
having to sell yourself into slavery.” 

“That you think I enjoy any part of my job, or that working for 
Banak’s childish whims isn’t a hardship shows how little you know 


about the world, kendi.” 

I didn’t know what kendi meant, but it set Von off. He stood, 
throwing his arms out and rolling up his sleeves to ready for a fight. 
“That’s it! I shouldn’t be expected to have to work with him after 
everything he... Ezra should know better than this!” 

Finn turned to face Von, but didn’t get up, demonstrating how 
little of a threat Von was to him. “Ezra knows about your time in 
Dagat? And he still hired you?” 

“Paying off a debt isn’t anything to be ashamed of, and that’s all 
I was doing in your country. Now stand up so I can knock that 
smarmy smirk off your mug!” 

“You want to fight me? I got your sentence reduced, but you 
want to fight me?” 

“What sentence?” I asked, confused by the conversation. Mason 
put his hand on mine to stop me from getting involved, though he 
looked just as lost as I did. 

“Tt’s because of you I was sentenced at all!” 

Finn finally stood, leveling his authoritative glare at Von. 
“Actually, it’s because of you. It didn’t have to be you, you know. 
That was your choice.” 

Mason stood and walked around the picnic table, placing a hand 
on both men’s chests and pushing outward. “Settle this on your own 
time. Von, you can’t attack the Captain of Dagat.” When Finn shot 
him a superior look, Mason chided Finn. “And you have to know 
you can’t start stuff with a Reaper. We’re just as valuable and 
irreplaceable as the Omen, so lay off. You’re here as a guest, not a 
captain. The Omen was clear on that. Her ranking’s above all of us, 
so work together, or go home.” 

The men slowly sank back down into their seats, Mason 
switching with Von so he didn’t have to sit next to Finn. Mason 
engaged Finn in conversation about Dagat so Von didn’t have to be 
social. My arm slipped around Von’s back as he shoved half a 
sandwich in his mouth. Though I didn’t understand what just 
happened, I knew that Von needed a Puller more than I did at the 
moment. “Hey, it’s alright,” I whispered. 

Von gave an obligatory snort as he puffed on his cigar. “No, it’s 
not. And you wouldn’t look at me like that if you knew all Finn put 
me through.” 

“Look at you like what?” 

“Like ’m a man worth the light in your eyes.” 


I gave him a confused smile. “Do you always get poetic when 
you're pissed off?” 

I handed him a water bottle and leaned in when he closed his 
eyes to rest his temple to mine. “Don’t leave me,” he whispered in a 
quiet plea he kept between us. 

Mr. Never Get Attached needed me, and I didn’t take that 
privilege lightly. I linked my fingers through his under the table. 
“Never. Not even if you grew three heads and told me you hated 
Bruce Campbell.” 

Von’s pained expression lightened with a hint of the smile I 
adored. “What if I scratched the paint on your car?” 

“I wouldn’t leave you even then. I’d kick your butt, but I 
wouldn’t leave you.” 

“What if I forgot to wash my hands after using the restroom?” 

I dropped his hand immediately and wiped it off on my jeans. “I 
wouldn’t leave you even if you were gross, but I wouldn’t hold your 
hand so much.” 

“Understandable. What if I —” 

“Von? I don’t care what life you had before I met you, unless 
you want me to care about it. I know who you are, and it’s exactly 
the kind of best friend I need.” 

He wrapped his arm around me, pulling me into his nook so he 
could kiss the top of my head and blow his cigar smoke away from 
my face. “I don’t deserve you, you know.” 

“Buy me a unicorn. That’s a good start.” 

Von laughed, sounding more like himself. He started in on 
another sandwich while I tuned in to the conversation across the 
picnic table. Finn and Mason were elbow-deep in their own 
conversation that I was just beginning to tune in to. Finn leaned his 
forearm on the table as he spoke. “One thing I don’t look forward to 
is Banak’s harem shrinking. If the crops start growing again, the 
Mermaids won’t need the king’s food anymore. He’s right surly 
when he doesn’t have access to all the tail he can get his hands on. 
Makes my life a pain.” A small tease played on his lips while Von 
paled, looking like he might be suddenly sick. “I’m sure the king 
and his son will be the only ones sad to see the famine end.” He 
raised an eyebrow at me when I had nothing to say. “No witty 
reply? No angry comeback? I’m disappointed. Half the reason I 
didn’t fight Banak on shadowing you is because you were such 
promising sport.” 


I laid my head down on the table, exhausted. “Pretend I said 
something hilarious about you having a small penis. I’m too tired to 
bother with you right now. Quit trying to wind Von up. I see what 
you're doing.” 

Mason had the nerve to apologize for my mouth. “She doesn’t 
know anything about Dagat or who you are.” 

“No need to apologize for your charge, Mason. She amuses me. 
Though, the moment her charm grows tiresome, I suggest you 
educate her on the ways of Dagat before I have to.” 

“T told you that you didn’t want to come out for a day of 
reaping.” 

“On the contrary, Lady October. I like to know all I can about 
my assets. That way if something breaks, I can fix it.” His tone 
darkened. “And if that asset proves problematic, I’ll know exactly 
how I can break it so it never stands in my way again.” 

I picked up my head to glare at him. “I don’t jump for you. I’m 
only playing along because Lang showed me how bad off his people 
were. Fear doesn’t motivate me. Ask Geon.” 

“T see you haven’t been properly groomed with fear, then. If you 
don’t deliver on your promise of fifty souls in three days, I’ll see to 
remedying that the fun way.” 

“Yeah, yeah. You’re a badass,” I droned, rolling my eyes. “You’re 
so big and scary, and I’m just this little woman, fanning myself in 
the corner thinking, ‘Whatever shall I do? How can I please the 
great Captain Finn?” 

Mason leaned forward, his elbow on the table as he glowered at 
Finn, his voice low. “Look, threaten her again, and I'll put in a 
complaint to the council. You ever seen an Omen reap thirteen 
bodies before lunch?” 

“Tl admit, I didn’t think that could be done.” 

“Then trust that she knows her limits. She can handle the work 
well enough without the threats. If you get her worked up, it only 
goes against productivity.” 

Finn sat back, eyeing Mason with a cold calculation. “You gave 
up your throne, but clearly the ruler’s still in you. Shame you never 
went back to take up your rightful place. Your brother Carter’s a 
drunken joke these days.” 

Mason held Finn’s gaze, their casual back and forth going sour. 
“T don’t regret taking care of my people after they die. I have honor 
enough to hold my head high when I look in a mirror. I don’t need 


a harem of desperate women to give me my pride. Look down on 
me all you want; I don’t regret my choice. And you'll not talk about 
my brother like that.” 

“T never said you made the wrong choice. The shame lies only in 
leaving the throne without a ruler who has the passion you do for 
your post. Your brother’s just as weak as your father was.” 

“You’re done commenting on my life and my family,” Mason 
ruled. 

“You want a different sandwich, November? There’s a couple 
more kinds in here.” Von changed the subject and fished around in 
the cooler, pulling out an egg salad sandwich. 

“Nah. I’m alright. Not hungry.” 

“T know you think that, but you still should eat. You’re ripping 
through a lot of bodies today. You need your strength,” Mason 
urged. 

Von gripped the back of my neck and gave it a massage with 
just the right pressure. I moaned and became even less motivated to 
pick my head up off the table to join the world. 

“My stomach hurts. I honestly don’t think I could choke it 
down.” 

“You sound like a petulant child,” Mason commented good- 
naturedly with a small smile, the toe of his shoe tapping mine under 
the table. 

“And you sound like someone who needs a faceful of egg salad 
for busting on me. Too much reaping makes me queasy, and I’m out 
of practice doing this much in a morning.” 

Von picked up the teasing just to taunt me. “You want I should 
feed you, baby bird?” 

I lifted my head, scowling at the guys. “Not unless you want to 
lose a finger. Honestly, I’ve already got a big brother I’m fighting 
with. I don’t need two more. If I eat a few bites, will that get me a 
little space from the lectures?” 

“T’d feel better,” Mason said. 

“Well, anything I can do to make you feel better. By all means, 
hand me the sandwich.” 

“Excuse me,” Von said, sliding his phone out of his pocket and 
motioning for Mason to take his seat so I wasn’t without pulling for 
a whole minute. “Penny’s expecting my call. She’s all excited about 
going to a carnival this weekend.” 

“Where at?” 


“Pemberton Elementary. That’s her school. Not too far from 
Ezra’s. I might take a lunch break while she’s there to go see her, if 
that’s cool.” 

“Of course.” 

Von gave me a thumb’s up and walked away from our group to 
talk more privately to his almost-daughter. 

The filling in the sandwich was creamy and smelled like just the 
right amount of mayonnaise with fresh dill mixed in. On any other 
day, I would’ve devoured the thing. Today, four bites was all I 
could muster, and those mouthfuls churned in my gut, making me 
regret each one. When Mason removed his hand from my back so 
he could take a drink from his water bottle, the washing machine 
feeling in my stomach picked up at full speed. I grew dizzy as 
Mason and Finn chatted pleasantly about the state of Dagat and 
Sombi, and how they anticipated the sagrado stone helping their 
territories. 

The trash can looked so far away, though I knew it was only a 
few feet from the picnic table. I barely made it there on trembling 
legs before the vomit spewed out of me, forcing me over and over 
to regret taking a chance on the sandwich. Egg salad in reverse is 
no picnic, even at a picnic. The desire to break down rose up in me 
when I felt Mason on my left, but I kept my head bent over the can 
and locked my tears firmly inside. “I’m fine,” I choked out when I 
caught a breath. “Go sit down. You don’t want to be here for this.” 

Mason rubbed his palm down my back. “I’m exactly where I 
want to be.” 

It was too sweet, too kind, too loving. I could tell he’d been 
married and knew how to be good to someone in sickness and in 
health. Even though he was being compassionate out of practice 
rather than out of love, the gesture was still significant to me. 

My stomach was sick, and now so was my heart. Mason didn’t 
know what he wanted, but he was stuck with me, just as I was 
stuck. I knew what I didn’t want, and that would be enough to give 
us both solid direction. “I don’t want you to see me like this. Please, 
Mason.” Another wave of sick hit me, and I prayed he was gone so I 
could pretend I had the space to be disgusting without an audience. 
In the trash can were too many things I didn’t want to have my 
head near. There was a dirty diaper, several old food containers, 
newspapers, an old sock, flies and who knows what else. I’d tried so 
hard to distance myself from the trash, but it always found me, like 


it knew I belonged with it. 

“Here.” Mason handed me a bottle of water when I finally lifted 
my head from the garbage can. The thing was crawling with germs, 
and I’d gripped it to brace myself. I shuddered, unable to touch the 
bottle of water until my hands were clean. I reached into my 
messenger bag and pulled out a container of wipes, sanitizing my 
face, hands, arms and the front of my shirt. Then I ran the wipe 
over the nape of my neck just to cool myself down. 

Mason looked worried, his hand on my elbow. “Oh, you’re so 
pale. Here, sit down.” 

He helped me to sit on the picnic table bench, but I couldn’t 
look at him. The kiss and the crash of emotions were too ripe when 
coupled with heaving my guts out. I wished I could sleep away the 
rest of the day, which was exactly why I knew we had to keep 
moving. “Let’s go. I’m fine.” I held up two fingers to excuse myself 
to Finn. “Sorry about that. We should get going. It’s only going to 
get worse from here. The sooner I can reap a whole mess of people, 
the better.” 

Mason shook his head, sitting next to me at the picnic table. 
“No. Take a real break. We’ve barely finished eating, and you 
haven’t had anything.” 

“Well, I can’t get anything down, so I’d rather plow through and 
get it done.” When Mason opened his mouth in protest, my tone 
grew short. “Look, I don’t have the energy to argue with you. I’m 
going. Come if you want.” I stood and motioned for Von to join us, 
packing up the food that made my stomach roil. 

Von trotted over to us, ending the call and looking me over with 
a wary eye. “You sure about this, November? You’re looking 
piqued.” 

“Tm fine.” I pulled out my keys and started walking to my car. 

Von snatched them out of my hand. “Alright, but you owe the 
jar, like, twenty bucks, and [’m driving, you drunken Omen. You 
can barely walk in a straight line!” 

“Yeah, alright. But be careful, understand? I mean it. Actual 
speed limit, Von. And if you really scratch my car, it’ll be the worst 
butt-kicking of your lifetime.” 

“Yow’re so adorable when you lecture me, even sweeter when 
you get the taste of that vomit out of your lovely little mouth.” He 
pulled out a stick of gum from his pocket and handed it to me. 

“Thanks. Yow’re a lifesaver.” He proffered his arm to me and I 


took it with gratitude, leaning on him and moving with all the 
enthusiasm of a snail when he opened the passenger side door for 
me. Though I wasn’t sure how long I would last if I kept up at this 
pace, I knew I was lucky to have two Reapers who didn’t mind 
helping a girl out, even when she’d just had her head in the garbage 
can. 


Fourteen. 
Reaping Preemies 


A. it turns out, puking makes your gut fickle. 


Following the twisty feeling in my stomach led to a few 
missteps as we wandered through the hospital, but 
eventually I found my groove. After five more reapings, 
I began to trip over my feet, growing quiet so the guys 
wouldn’t catch on to how much this job was crushing 
me from the outside as much as the inside. I knew I 
didn’t have much time, so I opted for the place I knew 
I'd find a few hearts in one room - the NICU. I hated 
reaping babies. It felt wrong and in poor taste, but 
business was business, and I had a job to do. Also, the 
thought of granting the babies a peaceful death soothed 
my conscience a little. I had to remind myself that I 
wasn’t actually a bringer of death. I wasn’t the one 
killing them. I was merely giving their death a purpose 
and taking their pain away. 

That’s what I told myself, anyway. I wasn’t so sure how well I 
believed the line I’d been sold. 

Mason waited outside of the ward, since his Matruculan genetics 


made him crave the taste of freshly born babies. He made himself 
useful brushing his hand against any doctors, nurses or parents who 


came in and out of the ward. The gentle pulling allowed us to get 
close to babies who weren’t ours, since security was way tighter in 
this ward than the others. 

Finn remained on his guard when we entered in with our 
visitor’s passes. I could see that being in the baby ward filled with 
preemies scared him, too. “Are you certain this is the best place?” 
he asked, treating each of the incubators as if they contained an 
alien — which, I guess to his species, they kind of did. 

“Yeah. These guys don’t have a high survival rate. We don’t 
have much time. You never know how effective the pulling’s going 
to be on civilians. Any of these nurses could call security on us for 
being in here, and then we’re out for good.” I looked up into his 
eyes, bucking up so he wouldn’t be so scared. “Terraway needs help 
now. They need the sagrado stone now. They can’t wait a few more 
weeks for me to take the souls out of adults.” When Finn looked like 
he wanted to turn around and leave for this part, I caught him by 
the wrist. “Hey, this is the job. You wanted in on it, so here you are. 
Don’t wuss out on me now.” 

He swallowed, standing straighter and puffing out his chest as if 
readying to belt out an opera to the back of the auditorium. 
“Alright. Let’s go quick. I don’t like babies, and I like them even less 
when they might up and die near me.” 

I blinked up at him, fearing my knee was starting to buckle. 
“With talk like that, you’ll have to keep the ladies away with a 
stick.” 

Finn took my hand and wrapped it in the crook of his elbow to 
make sure I didn’t fall down. “Steady, now.” 

Von was chatting up a nurse so I could reap a few babies 
without drawing suspicion that I was lurking near children that 
certainly weren’t mine. He darted between pulling for me, and then 
back to the nurse’s station to pull for them so they weren’t so fussed 
I was near the newborns. 

Finn ran his hand over his shirt several times, wetting his lips as 
he mulled over how best to get out of the situation he’d put himself 
in. “I didn’t realize Omens had to do this.” He seemed to come to 
himself a little when I squeezed his arm. “Are we almost done for 
the day?” 

“Almost.” I softened when I saw the nerves that were not easily 
soothed. The ghosts haunting his eyes bespoke of too many adult 
problems for me to guess at. “Hey, I’m sorry. I’m being an irritable 


jerk. This part of it is hard. You can wait out in the hallway with 
Mason. You don’t need to be here for this. It’s okay if it’s too 
much.” 

This seemed to shake Finn’s fears to the bottom, permitting his 
courage to rise to the top. “It wouldn’t be right to expect you to 
deal with this if I can’t. ’'m a captain, and you’re a young woman. 
Very young. If you can do it, so can I.” 

I’'d been without Mason or Von for too long. Each minute one of 
them was not touching me made me feel cold on the inside, and I 
feared that chill spreading. I caught Von’s eye and waved him over. 
“Tm sorry. I’m totally raining on your parade with Hot Nurse in 
Pink over there.” I took my hand from Finn and slid it into Von’s. 
“Did you at least get her number?” 

“T did. But she’s in the middle of a divorce that’s not quite 
finalized. I don’t like to get messy.” 

“You found all that out in the two minutes you were over 
there?” 

“Tm just that charming.” 

I could feel Hot Nurse in Pink staring at Von’s hand in mine. I 
wished I could tell her we were just friends. 

We were just friends who lived together, slept together, had 
bathed together, worked together and pretty much were never 
separated. I mean, who wouldn’t want to get in on that action? I felt 
terrible for Von, and vowed to push him on Katrina at the next 
available opportunity. 

Three of the babies were sealed off, but there were a fair few I 
could brush on the toe as I walked by. There were twenty babies in 
the ward, and eight of them called out to me to be reaped. Eight. 
Eight out of twenty. The odds choked me around the throat as I 
stared down the barrel of mortality that was inescapable. 

My hands were shaking from how sick I’d gotten at the picnic. 
That, coupled with coming off the coattails of the malnourishment 
I’d suffered while in Geon’s cell made for a rough afternoon. I 
wasn’t sure how I was going to get through my quota and out of the 
hospital without passing clean out in the middle of the ward. 

Von caught my anxiety and gripped my hand, brushing my 
fingers to the toe of a preemie with too many tubes attached to him. 
The delicate soul went straight into my fingertips and leapt into 
Von, barely staying in me a whole two seconds. He decided that’s 
how the rest of the babies should be reaped, and I couldn’t object. 


The tiny booty-covered feet, the toothpick-like fingers that would 
never learn to play the piano or use chopsticks properly after using 
them five hundred times incorrectly — all of it was about nine kinds 
of too much. 

There was a mother near one of the preemies who was calling 
out to my gut from across the room, and I wished she hadn’t looked 
up at my face. She had chocolate brown eyes, unwashed tangled 
chestnut hair in a messy bun and dark circles under her eyes. Her 
baggy sweats had stains under the armpits, and I could tell she’d 
been crying and not showering. I wondered how long she’d been in 
limbo, waiting for her baby girl to get well enough to take home. 
Wanting a family, but it being just out of reach. 

“T think it’s time for a little charm,” Von suggested, his voice 
low. 

“Charm?” Finn inquired in a whisper. “What kind of charms do 
you need?” 

Von pointed to his smile that flashed from zero to a million 
kilowatts on command. “Just me. Mason’s the intimidator, and I’m 
the charm. You're the giant fish out of water. Watch and learn. And 
don’t let November fall. She can barely stand as it is.” He gripped 
my shoulder, pulling the radiating stress from me. “Let me know 
when yow’re ready, Peach.” 

I hated myself when I gave Von a nod toward the woman, and 
he took over with his distracting grin. He was captivating, and lost 
as she was, his mild flirts gave her a moment of something beautiful 
to hold onto as she stumbled through her walking nightmare. 

Finn’s hand in mine brushed the baby’s toe when Von had the 
mother’s full attention. The ice of the reap shot through me, taking 
my breath away and cutting like a million tiny blades through my 
veins. The dainty soul shot through my body and stayed too long. 
My legs started to falter, and I knew that last reap was one too 
many. I clawed at the air, grasping onto Finn’s shirt just before I 
went down. The mama whose daughter I’d just reaped let out a 
noise of distress for my sake, and in that moment, I truly hated 
myself. 


Fifteen. 
Truth Time in the 
Tub 


I awoke to Von and Mason yelling at each other, 


which if I had to pick, would not make it on my top ten 
ways to be roused. Mason was irate, and his voice was 
loudest since it was nearest my head. He shouted with a 
mouthful of food tucked in his cheek. “I haven’t done a 
thing but my job all day, Von. You don’t need to harp on 
me about stuff that’s in the past.” 

“The past? The past? Are you joking? I’ve met a lot of delusional 
blokes in my day, but you’re at the top of it. You wrecked her 
barely a week ago! I swear, I never thought I’d see the day where 
you were more of an arse than Danny, but then you went and did 
that.” 

The warm, burly body beneath me was Mason’s. As much as I 
wanted to get away from him, the lure of his strength that was this 
time on my side kept me feigning sleep so I could remain in my 
guilty pleasure a few minutes longer. Finn spoke up from his spot 
next to me, and I placed the three of us in the backseat of Terence, 
with Von at the wheel. “What are the hallucinations like?” 

Mason sounded frustrated. “Like no drug in Terraway or 
Topside. It’s the best feeling in the world, and far too addictive. 
Some days I wish I'd never done it, so I wouldn’t know what bliss 


felt like.” 

I could hear Von speaking through his teeth from the driver’s 
seat. “That’s a helluva thing to say about the woman in your arms. 
You used her, Mason. You used her to see Kara. Never thought I’d 
see the day where Danny cared about a person more than you did, 
but you proved me wrong.” 

“T do care. I wouldn’t have seen Kara at all if I hadn’t loved her. 
That’s why the hallucinations started going away, because when I 
started to see Kara through October, I remembered my love for my 
wife, and it overshadowed what I felt for October. The last time I 
kissed her, I felt the euphoria of the high, but the visions left me. I 
lost Kara and October in the same kiss. You want to tell me how 
seamlessly you’d handle that?” 

“Incredible,” Finn breathed, and I could tell he was studying my 
face. “I had no idea Omens were like that.” 

Von was livid. “I don’t give a shite about your loss, Mason! I 
held her while she cried herself to sleep after what you’d done to 
her. She was devastated! Two blokes, Mason. Two men her whole 
life she’s kissed. She’s pure, and you’re wrecking her. One tosser 
cheated on her with friend, and the other grown-arse man used her 
to makeout with his wife!” Von’s pitch rose, and with it, my heart 
climbed to new heights of appreciation for him. While I didn’t like 
my business being spilled out for them to dissect, I heard Von. I 
really heard him. It was that same protective go for the gut that 
Ollie used when he stuck up for me. “If I catch you kissing her 
again, I swear to you. People think my unbalanced days are behind 
me? It’s nothing to how Ill unleash on you if you mess with her 
ever again.” 

“Von, I heard you the first time you went off on me. And the 
second. I get it. She’s important to you. She’s important to me, too. I 
won’t kiss her again. It messed us both up, so you don’t have to 
worry. I love her enough to know I’m not right for her, or anyone, 
for that matter.” His arms tightened, and I felt his affection for me, 
the regret at something that could’ve been beautiful turning dark 
before it had the chance to bloom. “You have to drive faster, Von. 
She’s still icy.” 

I heard the accelerator whine as Von coaxed Terence to climb 
past the speed limit. Mason stroked my cheek, pulling until I was 
deliriously out of it. I opened my eyes and shook my head. “I’m 
going to pass out again if you keep pulling so hard. Where are we?” 


I kept my temple pressed to his shoulder, not wanting to leave the 
only source of warmth I had. 

“Hey, love. You alright? You gave us a fright back there. Passed 
clean out in the middle of the ward.” 

“Tm fine.” 

Von groaned dramatically. “I hate when you say that. I swear, 
I’ve never despised two words more. It’s almost always a lie, or 
wishful thinking.” 

“Well, this time it’s true. I’m just tired.” 

“We’re about fifteen minutes from the mansion. Hold on, 
Peach.” 

“How many souls did we get?” I asked, not remembering the 
math of it all. 

“Twenty-six,” Finn answered. “It was really something to watch 
an Omen in action. I’ve never seen that many reapings in a single 
day. Wait until the council hears about this.” 

“No,” Mason and Von both answered with a definitive gavel. 
Mason explained, “It was foolish of her to promise that many in the 
first place. Terraway’s in desperate need of the sagrado stone, 
otherwise she wouldn’t have worked herself to the brink like this. 
It’s not safe, what she did today, and the whole council should burn 
for letting her try it. If they know she’s capable of this? They’ll push 
her till her heart gives out, and she’s capable of doing that on her 
own with no additional prodding.” 

I tried to lift my hand to give Mason a comforting pat, but it 
flopped lifelessly into my lap, heavy with ice. “It’s got to happen 
this way,” I mumbled. “When it’s all over, I'll take a break. Mariang 
can’t keep up at the rate she was going. Girlfriend needed to rest 
up.” 
“Would it help if I spoke to the council on her behalf?” Finn 
suggested, his eyebrows furrowed. “Asked them for a few more 
days? I didn’t realize... I didn’t know she’d be like this at the end of 
day one.” 

“T can do it. I picked the number. I know my limits.” 

“You have no limits!” Von shouted from the front seat, livid. “Do 
you understand how long you’ve been out, you daft girl? Half an 
hour, October!” 

I didn’t like it when Von used my actual name. I didn’t like it 
when he yelled, or was serious beyond repair. I cuddled into 
Mason’s warmth, wishing it was ten degrees hotter. 


Mason and Von had a few more spirited back and forths while 
Finn watched me shiver in Mason’s arms. Mason lifted his shirt and 
stretched it over my head for lack of a blanket. His bare skin was 
hairy and warm, causing my eyes to roll back gratuitously. I 
indulged myself in pressing as much of my body to his toned torso 
as possible. 

Mason threw his head back and let out a bitten off noise of 
distress. “So cold! Ah! Von, something’s wrong. She should be fine 
by now. Should’ve been warmed up a few seconds after the last soul 
left her.” He gripped me hard. “I can’t pull this much for this long! 
I’m starving, and if I don’t get more food, I’ll shift back into a wolf 
and bite her!” 

Finn opened the cooler and ripped a sandwich out of a bag, 
shoving it in Mason’s hand. He ate loudly and with gusto, breathing 
hard like he was fighting off wolfing out with every breath. 

“Almost home,” Von responded through gritted teeth, taking a 
turn too sharp. We rocked in the backseat, me clinging to Mason, 
and the two men gripping the doors as Von gave Terence the 
workout of his life. Von whipped out his phone. “Danny, start 
running a hot bath in the big tub upstairs. Hot as you can stand it.” 
He glanced in the rearview mirror. “It’s bad, Danny. Not sure how 
bad yet.” He ended the call just as Danny was getting revved up on 
the other end. 

Von and Mason went back and forth, throwing out different 
conjectures I couldn’t focus on enough to follow. Instead my eyes 
fell on Finn, locking in on his hardened gaze that seemed to be 
saying something to me, though I couldn’t tell what. He didn’t 
break eye contact as he untied his scarf, leaned forward and looped 
it around my neck. He took his time tying the knot, pausing his 
world to brush his knuckle to my cheek. “Hold on, kendi.” 

Von hissed under his breath. “Don’t you dare call her that.” 

Finn straightened. “I think you’ve forgotten your place.” 

Von tightened his knuckles around the steering wheel. “We’re 
equals on this trip, remember? She’s my charge, and I don’t want 
you calling her that. Don’t even think about it.” He pulled into the 
long driveway. “And Ill know if you’re thinking about it.” 

“That’s enough out of you.” 

Von cut the ignition and ran around to extract me from Mason, 
who was starting to shiver from the cold I couldn’t help but exude. 
Ezra ran out to meet us, his perfect hair not daring to fall out of 


place. “No! What’s happened to her?” 

Von didn’t bother answering. He hefted me up, clinging to my 
rigid body. He ran me into the house, past Danny, Lynna and 
Mariang and up the stairs to the bathroom. He laid me on the floor 
with great care, and it was only then I noticed that I couldn’t move 
my arms or legs more than an inch back and forth. The shivering 
was uncontrollable, and my muscles had locked from the ice that 
felt somehow permanent. Von tore his clothes off down to his boxer 
briefs and took off my shoes and socks. Then he stepped into the 
steaming tub Danny had filled for us, wincing at the high 
temperature. 

I didn’t want Finn to lift me up, but he inched into the bathroom 
to lend a hand. I didn’t trust him to hold me or watch out for me 
when I couldn’t look out for myself. His arms were muscular, and I 
didn’t want to know how he went about obtaining the strength he 
had. I had a feeling it was more bashing skulls than lifting weights. 
He had that sinister, no conscience look to him that gave me pause. 
But Finn was surprisingly gentle in the bathroom. He lowered me 
fully clothed onto Von’s lap once my Puller was settled in the hot 
water. 

The water was an instant relief, turning my skin rosy and 
relaxing me. After a minute of partial submersion, I was a limp 
noodle in Von’s arms. I could tell he was keeping up a constant 
stream of pulling to calm my body. I couldn’t help but marvel how 
he’d gone from lazy playboy who couldn’t adhere to a schedule, to 
a details-oriented coworker I counted on for nearly everything these 
days. Somehow we’d gotten to that elusive place where I could lean 
on him when I wasn’t able to stand on my own. 

It was a few minutes into the best bath of my life before I 
realized conversation was going on around me. Finn had been 
replaced by Ezra, who was barking at Von. “Never again!” Ezra 
thundered as he tossed a blood bag at Von, who wasted no time in 
guzzling it down. “I don’t ever want to see her barely alive like that. 
You should all know better than to compromise her. It’s too much!” 

“Funny that you think we let her do anything. This was all her 
suicide mission. This was her doing, and she promised this feat 
under your supervision, Ezra. Mason and I weren’t in the council 
meeting when this was decided.” 

“October Grace, don’t you dare test me on this. I know what I’m 
talking about. Having two Pullers doesn’t make you invincible! I 


watched my daughter diminish because Terraway pushed her too 
hard. I’ll not watch another daughter of mine go out in the same 
way!” 

I could barely lift my head to point my face in Ezra’s direction, 
but I caught his eye to examine his sincerity, taking it in to see if it 
could be dismantled by a stiff breeze. “You think of me as your 
daughter?” 

Ezra paused his tirade to cast me a look that showed the state of 
his wounded heart. “Of course I do. You really can’t see my 
affection for you?” 

I shook my head uncertainly. “I don’t know. Sometimes I think I 
do, but then I remember that I’m the job. I’m the commodity, and 
that’s why you care.” 

Ezra rubbed his forehead, exhaling a bit of his disbelief at my 
cold heart I feared might never thaw. He was softer when he 
answered, gentler with the doubt I held tight in a fist I wanted to 
shake at the world. “When I marry your mother, it’ll be official, but 
even without that piece of paper, I look at you and see a daughter. 
I’m afraid I can’t help it. I adored you from the very first day I met 
you.” 

“B-But I shoved you when I first met you.” 

“Yes, and no matter how often you shove me, my love for you 
won’t change.” 

I blinked up at him, wet, still a little cold and very, very 
confused. “Yow’re not just using me to save Terraway?” 

Ezra dropped to his knees, reached into the tub and held my icy 
hands. He winced at the chill and dunked my fingers under the 
water. “Oliver has no use for Terraway, and I love him much the 
same. I’ve called him once a week for months just to get to know 
him better. I see you, and I’m glad you’re my daughter.” 

Ezra had too much good in him to be lying. I’'d been lied to over 
and over, so many times that I developed a sixth sense about it. I 
searched his face, taking in the slight crinkles at the outside corners 
of his eyes, his Ken doll hair and the dress pants and pressed shirt 
he didn’t mind wrinkling if it meant I understood my place here 
better. The words were too good to be true, but somehow they were 
real. 

I took a chance and leaned forward, wrapping my arms around 
his neck in probably the worst hug of his life. I was freezing and 
soaking, but he didn’t pull away. I kept waiting for the separation 


that told me I was too messy for his perfect family, but it never 
came. He held me tight, pressing me to his firm chest with so much 
love, it threatened to choke the emotion right out of me. I was the 
girl born in trash, but he didn’t care. He saw me through the 
garbage and clung to me, as if I was the treasure he wanted to keep. 
As if I was too important to him to be thrown away. 

That last note of realization hit me hard. My own mama had 
thrown me away. Every item she brought into the house to edge us 
out cut a nick in my heart, whittling away the softness until I feared 
there was nothing left of me but the hard shell of scars and walls I 
had to have to keep myself alive and my heart beating. Ezra added 
to my life with his kindness, spackling in the cracks Bev had cut me 
with. He showed me I didn’t have to be alone. I could lean on him, 
and even though my childhood was sometimes too heavy for me to 
carry, Ezra was strong enough. 

“Tm scared it’s a lie,” I whispered, shivering in his arms. “That 
you'll get to know me more and see something you don’t like. Then 
you'll split, and it’ll hurt.” 

Ezra held me tighter, not caring that I’d soaked his shirt 
through. “Then tell me. Tell me the things you’re afraid I’ll abandon 
you over. Test me. I promise you, I won’t run.” 

I’m sure he hadn’t meant right then, but I couldn’t chance my 
moment slipping away. If this was real, I wouldn’t give myself the 
escape route to run out on the best thing that could happen to a 
nobody like me. A real dad was something I’d wanted too badly to 
be able to say out loud. Now that one was right here? I decided to 
jump at the test he offered up. I nodded into his shoulder. I kind of 
wished I could send Von away, but I knew I couldn’t be without a 
Puller after such a hard day. “Okay. What do you want to know?” 

“Only everything.” Ezra lowered me back onto Von’s lap, but 
remained at the side of the tub, holding my hand in the water as a 
sign that he wouldn’t run. My grip was arthritic, and it held him 
probably too tight, but I was scared if I loosened my grasp, he’d run 
away when my story grew too awful. 

“How is the water getting tepid already? It was steaming just a 
few minutes ago.” Ezra leaned over and let out a little of the barely 
warm water. Then he turned on the hot spigot to give me back a 
little feeling in my limbs. 

“Tt’s her. She’s cooling the water down faster than it can heat 
her up. Let more of the cold water out first.” Von leaned forward 


and shut off the hot water while Ezra put the towels on the floor 
next to the heating vent. Once the water drained, Von plugged up 
the tub and hissed as the scalding water hit his bare toes. 

“Oh, Von. I’m sorry. I’m b-burning your skin!” 

“Tt’s fine. I don’t mind.” He banded his arms around me, holding 
me tight as the heat started to rise in my quaking limbs. “Talk to 
Ezra. Tell him everything. I promise you, Peach, you can’t tell him 
anything that’ll scare him off. Trust me, I’ve tried.” 

Ezra held my hand, not caring that his clothes were wet, that I 
was a mess, and that I was about to hand him more than a qualified 
shrink could deal with. He was sincere, and I’d been devastated by 
too many broken promises not to see the difference in Ezra. “Okay,” 
I said, clearing my throat as my shivering lessened. “Has Danny told 
you about her trailer?” 

Ezra’s eyes hardened. “Yes. Just this morning, actually. I 
couldn’t believe Danny would ever lie to me to try and break up our 
engagement, but there you have it.” 

“It’s not a lie. Pll take you there sometime, if you want. I just 
need you to promise me something.” 

Ezra was hesitant, no doubt rethinking what he’d assumed was 
Danny’s propaganda. “Yes?” 

“T need you to still marry Bev. No matter what I tell you or what 
I show you, you have to marry her!” My voice cracked from distress 
and desperation, but I didn’t have the strength to feel ashamed of 
the blatant weakness. “I need someone to help me with her, Ezra. I 
can’t look after her all by myself! Ollie’s away, Allie’s completely 
gone. It’s just me, and I’m tired! I’m so tired. Promise me you'll still 
be my dad even after you find out what she’s really like.” 

Ezra took in my odd plea warily. “I have no intention of leaving 
my fiancée because she doesn’t have a housekeeper. I love your 
mother.” 

My eyes closed as I leaned on Von, who was there for me at my 
most vulnerable. “Alright. Good. Then go get my phone from my 
bag. I don’t have to tell you anything. I can just show you.” 

“Ezra, I need another blood bad,” Von requested as Ezra stood. 

Ezra left to grab a blood bag and my phone from wherever it 
had landed, giving me a moment to calm down in the hot water 
with Von. The heat was staying in my body longer this time, which 
dialed down my fear a few notches. Von played with the hairs at 
the base of my neck, as if there was no tension in the room, as if we 


were just old pals who sat around watching the Brady Bunch on a 
Sunday morning together. I kinda loved him for it. 

“T feel like the bottom’s about to drop, Peach. What’s the deal 
with your mum?” 

“She’s fun and tells great stories and can charm anyone. Bev’s 
also mentally ill. She isn’t the person Ezra thinks she is.” Von fished 
around in the water and held my hand to keep me from scratching 
it and breaking the skin. “Thanks.” 

“T love how highly you must think of me to try to tear open your 
skin when I can already smell your blood heating in the water. You 
smell...” He pressed his nose to my cheek and took in a long drag, 
closing his eyes in ecstasy. “Don’t cut yourself. I’m barely holding 
on, here. Distract me. Tell me about the drama.” 

I leaned up and kissed Von’s cheek, softening us both. “You 
don’t want to bite me. You care about me, and I care about you. 
Even when you lost yourself in the cage when you were trying to 
eat me, you found yourself enough to call for Danny when Mason 
got out of hand.” 

He craned his chin to look me in the eye. “You're right. I do care 
about you. You’re my best friend, and I don’t say that about 
women. Total waste of a great rack, if you ask me.” 

I clung to him in the water, needing something immovable to 
hold onto through my valley of vulnerability. 


Sixteen. 
Macaroni and 
Cheese 


W... Ezra rejoined us, he gave us a look that was 


one of a father taking in the tenor of a heated moment 
he’d interrupted between his daughter and her guy. Only 
he hadn’t, and was just jumping to conclusions. He 
handed Von a blood bag, and then set down a fresh 
outfit for me, and one for Von. I couldn’t not like Ezra; 
he was above and beyond kind, serving when he didn’t 
have to and anticipating needs out of sheer 


thoughtfulness. “I’m ready to listen, October.” 

I took a deep breath before shattering his world. “You want to 
know who Bev is? I took the sagrado stone. I snuck into her trailer 
when she wasn’t there and took it. She was using it as a doorstop, 
and it was buried under a mountain of crap. Bev’s a hoarder, Ezra. 
She edged Allie, Ollie and me out when we were kids. Ollie had to 
seal our bedroom door shut to keep her from putting trash in our 
room, and to keep the bugs from crawling all over us while we 
slept.” I watched Ezra’s distrust grow and his eyes widen. “Bev lives 
in a house of garbage that she can’t part from. It’s a sickness I can’t 
fix. Somehow she knows if one thing in her hoard is missing, and 
she’ll come scream at me first thing if she suspects something’s 
gone. Play the voicemail. She doesn’t love us; she loves her stuff.” I 


felt the need to add the defense of, “She’s not a bad person; she just 
has a problem, is all.” 

Ezra shook his head, so confused at the barrage of new 
information that he simply obeyed instead of responding. 

Von finished off the blood bag just as the voicemail started up. 
He was able to hold me without wanting to eat me, which was a 
good thing. I hadn’t had someone to hold me while Bev went off on 
me in years, and cherished the rock Von was for me in that 
moment. I closed my eyes as Bev’s voice sounded through the 
bathroom on speakerphone. Her sinister tone gave me a sick feeling 
in my gut. My mouth wanted to apologize to Bev over and over, but 
I kept my lips pressed firmly shut. 

“It was you, and I know it! You snuck in here and stole my 
doorstop. How would you like it if I stole something from your 
perfect life, you fat little freak! Give me back the rock! It’s mine! 
You can get your own doorstop with all your rich nursing money 
you don’t deserve. You never buy anything! Don’t you know what I 
could do with your paycheck? I could buy all sorts of treasures to 
make your place nicer. Just give me a hundred dollars, and Pll show 
you how great your house could look.” 

Her tone dipped again to that snake-like place I hated. My 
stomach turned, and the familiar tightness in my chest resurfaced 
when Bev’s recorded voice laid into me further. “You don’t need 
that money. I put a roof over your head for eleven years before you 
abandoned me! You owe me rent! All three of you do! I’m your 
mother, and you should chip in! Give me back my rock!” she yelled, 
causing Ezra to jump. “I know it was you who stole it. Allie’s off 
whoring herself to who knows what kind of lowlife, Ollie’s gone to 
make money in New York and keep it all for himself! Your brother 
is the greediest bastard alive! You’re the only one left, so I know it 
was you! When I find you, I’ll take the price of that rock outta your 
hide, girl! Don’t think I won’t beat that rock outta you! I’ve had that 
doorstop longer than I’ve had you! It’s more mine than you are!” 

The machine cut off her tirade. “You can erase the message,” I 
told Ezra, who fumbled with my phone to simply turn the whole 
mess off. 

Ezra was pale and horrified as he looked up at me. “What was 
that?” 

“You asked me to get the sagrado stone, so I did. Bev doesn’t 
know what it is; she just uses it as a doorstop. That’s what happens 


when I move something in her trailer, which I never do. Ollie did a 
couple years ago on one of his visits. Bev thought it was me, and 
she beat me something awful.” I shuddered at the memory. “But she 
can’t knock me around anymore. I know how to defend myself 
now.” 

“Stop it,” Von said to me, separating my hands I hadn’t realized 
were scratching each other. “Here, scratch me. Will that help?” 

I tried his idea, but it didn’t have the same effect. It helped a 
little, but not as much. “It’s not the same. It only feels better when 
it hurts. I can’t explain it right.” 

“Hurt me, then. I can’t take it when you scratch yourself.” 

“But I don’t like it when you’re hurting,” I admitted. 

Von draped one of my arms around his shoulders so I couldn’t 
injure myself. “Well, then we’re in quite the predicament.” 

“T don’t understand. She must know about the sagrado stone’s 
power to guard it so fiercely,” Ezra commented, staring at my 
phone as if it had lied to him. “Beverly isn’t like that. She’s funny 
and kindhearted.” 

“Trust me, she doesn’t know about the stone or Terraway. She’s 
like that with everything. When Allie took a box of macaroni and 
cheese once when we were hungry, Bev locked us out of the trailer 
for the night. It was December.” I remembered that night well. 
Sandy, the pit bull next door had nudged us toward his owner’s 
house, but as usual, no one was home. Ollie was firm that we 
weren’t the type of people to break into someone’s home and steal 
their food, no matter how much Sandy seemed to insist we were 
welcome there. 

“No. No, that’s not possible. Bev’s a good person. She’s kind to 
Mariang,” Ezra protested, though I could see the sick feeling rising 
up in him, too. He’d been had, and he was starting to see the cracks 
in the perfection, too. 

I flipped through the highlights of that awful night in a quiet 
voice. “Allie cried and said she was never going to eat another bite 
of food, so Ollie and I had to talk her down from starving herself 
again. It was snowing, and we knew we couldn’t sleep outside. Ollie 
carried me all the way to the school in my pink footie pajamas. He 
and Allie broke in, and we slept together in the women’s locker 
room. We took showers, ate apples and bananas from the school’s 
cafeteria, and pretended we were camping to try and cheer Allie up. 
I remember watching her eat her apple to make sure she finished it, 


to make sure she didn’t starve herself again. She was always so thin. 
It was scary.” I closed my eyes to shut out the horrified looks from 
the guys. “Bev’s a lot of fun, but she doesn’t know how to take care 
of people. She’s sick, not mean. There’s a difference between 
someone who can’t help themselves and someone who can. Bev 
can’t.” I looked up at Von’s angry expression. “So that’s why Ollie 
was yelling on the phone this morning. He gets scared when he 
doesn’t know where I’m at, when he thinks Bev’s got her hooks in 
me and he can’t do anything to stop it.” 

“J... If you'll excuse me. I seem to’ve...” Ezra patted his breast 
pockets for who knows what and stood, completely at a loss. He 
made to exit, but then stopped, stalwart in his frustration. “I need 
more proof. I believe you, but if I’m going to talk to Beverly about 
any of this, I need more than your word against hers.” 

I nodded. “Sure. Call Ollie. He’s my first speed dial. Ask him 
about the coat hangers. That’s a good story.” 

Ezra dialed the number, and my heart nearly broke when Ollie 
answered in a panic on speakerphone. “October? I’m sorry. ’m so 
sorry I yelled. I’ve been leaving you messages to tell you how awful 
I feel about the whole thing, and now your mailbox is full.” 

“It’s fine. I know you were just worried. But I didn’t call about 
that. I called because I told Ezra about Bev.” 

“Oh, wow. Really? What’d you tell him?” 

“The time with the macaroni and cheese and breaking into the 
school for the night.” 

“Oh, man. I really hoped he’d go through with the wedding, too. 
I wanted him to take her off your hands. What happened? Your 
conscience get the better of you? Or did he see her trailer?” 

“Actually, Ezra’s right here. He wants you to confirm the 
macaroni story so he can talk to Bev about it.” 

“Hello, Oliver.” 

I almost could hear Ollie sitting up straighter on the other end. 
“Hello, Ezra, sir.” 

“No need for the formalities, son. I just want to know what I’m 
walking into. If ’'ve been fleeced, I deserve to know. Mariang 
deserves to know.” 

I heard Ollie’s long exhale and knew he was preparing to dig 
into the muck we tried not to get too near. “Alright, what do you 
want to know? I mean, just showing up at her trailer will tell you 
enough.” 


“T want to know how it is October’s told me a completely 
different version of the woman I fell in love with.” 

“Alright.” Ollie spoke slowly, thinking through his response and 
ironing out the hurt he tried never to feel. “Bev’s a great performer 
when she wants something, so she pulls out all the stops. You’re 
rich, so she was on her A-game. Don’t feel bad, Ezra. You’re not the 
first guy to be totally fooled by her. You’re the first one I’ve felt bad 
was fooled, though. You’re a decent man. I actually look forward to 
our weekly phone calls.” 

“Thank you.” 

“If yow’re going to break it off with her, make sure to tell her I 
ratted her out, not October. She gets physical when she’s mad, and I 
don’t want this to come back on my sister. Seriously, Ezra. I’m 
states away. I won’t be there when this blows up.” 

“Physical how?” 

I shook my head. “I can handle myself, Ollie. You know I don’t 
let her get a punch in anymore.” 

Ezra was horrified, but Ollie kept his cool. “Sure, but I don’t 
want her taking swings at you. You don’t handle it as well as you 
think you do. Even if she doesn’t land a punch, I see how it messes 
you up.” 

I rolled my eyes at Ollie’s worrying, but neither Von nor Ezra 
were in the mood for blowing Ollie off. “I didn’t call so you could 
scare Ezra. He’s already done enough to be cool to me. I called so 
he would know I wasn’t lying.” 

“Oh, right. Well, October doesn’t lie, especially not about that 
stuff. I can’t tell you how many times I came home to find her and 
Allie shivering in the corner under blankets because Bev didn’t pay 
the heating bills. She had enough money, but she spent it on her 
‘treasures’, buying crap she didn’t need and forgetting about the 
people who depended on her to pay the heating bill. Allie and I 
worked after school to keep the heat on and buy groceries for the 
three of us. We decided we didn’t need electricity or water. We 
couldn’t get to the bathroom anyway, since Bev filled every inch up 
with garbage.” 

“Please tell me you’re joking,” Ezra begged, his voice hollow. 

Ollie’s voice lowered. “You ever see a three-year-old cry because 
there wasn’t any food that day? It changes you.” 

My hands were burning with the desire to scratch them. I didn’t 
like having my secrets spilled out all over for Von and Ezra to 


dissect at will, though I knew it was necessary to save Mariang from 
Bev. I took my arm from around Von and raked my nails down the 
backs of my hands, alternating from left to right which one needed 
punishing. 

“October, stop scratching,” Ollie said, as if he could see me. He 
knew me like the man who raised you should. 

“T love you, Ollie.” I tried to keep the emotion out of my eyes. 

“T love you, too. It’ll be okay. If you trust Ezra, then he’ll do the 
right thing. You’ve got a good gut about most people. I should’ve 
said something when we first met him, but I was being selfish and 
thinking only about how good this would be for you if he took Bev 
off your hands.” 

Ezra cleared his throat three times before he could speak. 
“Thank you for sorting that out. You’re always welcome in my 
home, son. Please stop by when yow’re in town next.” 

“Thank you, sir. If you could send Danny to check on my sister 
after it all blows up with Bev, I’d appreciate it. If you tell Bev I 
ratted her out, she probably won’t go off on October, but you never 
know. Sometimes it’s just the nearest one who gets hit when Bev’s 
in a mood. I’m moving back home in two weeks, but I'll worry until 
then.” 

“Of course. Anything either of you need. Allie, as well.” 

Ezra ended the call and stared at the phone, willing it to have 
given him better news. 

I wished I had it for him. 

I wished I had it for me. 


Seventeen. 
In This 


EB... excused himself, running straight into Danny, 


Mason and Finn, who’d not gone downstairs as I’d 
thought, but eavesdropped on the entire conversation. 
“Gentleman, down to the kitchen with you. I’m sure 
Lynna’s got something you can eat to distract yourselves 


from the things you were not meant to hear.” 

The bathroom door closed, leaving me in Von’s arms in the 
warm water. I pulled away from him, standing in my soaking 
clothes between his legs. “I think I’m good now. Just totally tired. Is 
it cool if I crash in one of the rooms?” 

“T think it’s the only thing Ezra would be cool with. I can’t 
imagine him sending you home right now.” Von stood, and I 
realized how very naked he was in just his boxer briefs compared to 
my fully clothed body. “I’m going to rinse off. I’ve gone from 
freezing to sweating to freezing to sweating too many times to be 
able to seduce anyone tonight.” 

I sniggered, melting in his arms when he wrapped me in a hug 
as we stood in the tub while it drained. “Thanks for making a joke. 
Sorry you had to hear all of it. You win the friend of the year award 
for staying with me through it all while my body was freaking out.” 

“Does that come with prizes? I’m only in this for the prizes.” 

“As a matter of fact, it comes with a unicorn. All the magic you 
could ever want, packed inside one of the zoo’s least stocked 


animals.” 

He rubbed my back as he held me to him, and I felt a sense of 
peace envelope me like warm chocolate, making me sweet on Von 
in the privacy of the bathroom. “You forget that I chose this. But if 
you could add in the occasional, ‘Von, you’re so sexy,’ I wouldn’t be 
opposed.” 

“You think you’re sexy? Check out my new bathing suit.” I 
motioned to my sweater and jeans that were clinging to me and 
making me about nine kinds of uncomfortable. 

His voice went low and husky. “Oh, baby. Flash me a little 
wrist,” he teased. 

I indulged him, rolling up my sleeve in slow motion while he bit 
his lip in feigned lust. “Is that how you like it? Oh, you’re filthy!” I 
covered up my wrist to reclaim my dignity, my nose in the air anda 
smile on my lips. 

“That’s what you love about me, darling.” He pressed his lips to 
my smile, making sure it was a light peck, and nothing that would 
ruin our treasured friendship, or invoke the euphoria that really 
kissing an Omen would bring about. His smirk at my blush gave us 
back a little of our levity to bring us out of the funk that 
conversations about Bev always mired me in. He tugged lightly on 
my weighted sleeve. “How about I turn around and promise not to 
peek at anything that would stop my heart. You can leave your 
clothes in here and dry off before you get changed.” 

“Thanks. I didn’t want to ruin Ezra’s bathroom floor.” 

Von made a show of turning around and peeking a few times 
before he promised to keep his nose to the wall. “I could eat a horse 
right about now. Any chance you can choke something down?” 

I considered this. “Maybe, but only if it’s actual horse meat. I’m 
on a strict diet.” 

“Well, obviously. That’s why I suggested it.” 

I peeled my soaking sweater off and tugged my shirt over my 
head, accidentally whapping Von across the back with it. The 
simple act of raising my arms to undress was taxing. I hated that 
reaping made me such a wuss. “I know I should eat, and I think I 
can probably keep something down. I just can’t decide what’s more 
appealing — food or sleep.” 

“Food, and then sleep. Lynna’s the best cook in the world.” 

“Tt’s settled then. Eat until we zonk out.” I made quick work of 
peeling off my jeans and underwear, and stepping out of the tub to 


wrap myself in one of the toasty warm towels Ezra provided for us. 
I was shivering, and couldn’t tell if it was a normal cold or a 
reaping-related chill. 

“Mrs. Brady? Be a love and put these in the sink,” Von said after 
starting up the shower. He handed me my pile of clothes with his 
underwear on top through the side of the shower curtain. His 
fingers brushed mine, pulling a bit of the chill from me. He yanked 
the curtain so his head poked out the side while his body hid 
behind it. “Seriously? You’re cold again? Stubborn little bugger. Let 
me rinse off, and I’ll do some more pulling.” 

I pursed my lips, taking in Von’s unending team spirit. “I wonder 
at what point you’ll start resenting me for always being in your 
space.” 

Von leaned his head further out and pecked my cheek, the utter 
nudity of the situation making the simple sweetness feel far 
steamier than a kiss to my cheek otherwise would’ve been. “You 
forget I grew up with five brothers. Being around a beautiful 
woman all the time? Not as much a chore as you make it sound.” 

“But what about the Hot Nurse in Pink? You got her number and 
then had to hold my hand. I’m seriously going to cramp your 
game.” 

“Tm up for the challenge. This face, this body, plus my charm 
and accent? It was getting too easy. I’m in this, November. You 
don’t have to worry about me.” 

“Thanks,” I said as he disappeared behind the curtain again to 
rinse off. I got dressed in the black fleece pajama pants and pea 
green thermal shirt Ezra provided for me. The socks were fuzzy and 
had picked up a bit of heat from being in front of the vent. I 
brushed out my hair, handing Von a towel when he turned the 
water off. He came out with it wrapped around his waist, looking 
like, well exactly like a TV vampire might look with water dripping 
off his eyelashes and clothed in only a towel. 


Eighteen. 
Joining the Family 


I. felt like every time I paused chewing, another 


cannoli was shoved toward me. Lynna was an amazing 
cook, but after lasagna, carrots, garlic bread and soup, I 
was pretty much full. Add two cannolis to that, and I 
was ready to crash. I had Mason on my left and Von on 
my right, both of them sucking residual buildup from 
the excessive reaping while they ate an inhuman amount 
of food. It was a wonder Lynna could keep up with the 


demand. 

“Is there more garlic bread?” Mason asked. 

Finn blanched. “How can you still be hungry?” 

“Of course, dear.” Lynna filled his plate with more bread, giving 
his hand a tight squeeze before she went back to the kitchen. 

“Pulling a normal amount makes me starving, but as much as we 
did today? I can’t keep up. I swallow, and it’s like a drop in an 
ocean. I’m so hungry.” 

“Sorry, guys,” I said with a frown. I hadn’t thought about how 
my crusade to get it done ASAP would affect them. “Look on the 
bright side. We only have twenty-four more to do tomorrow. Then 
we can crash for a whole day. You can eat till you puke and sleep in 
as late as you want.” 

Von gave a noise of assent between mouthfuls, his hand on the 
inside of my knee as he ate. With Mason’s hand on my shoulder, the 


weighted feeling of never ever having a moment alone dawned on 
me afresh, sinking like a brick in my gut. I finished my cannoli with 
a heavy heart, knowing Ezra would drop the gavel on Bev in the 
next day or two. I wouldn’t have the space to deal with ruining the 
best thing that ever happened to her, or to handle any retaliation 
she threw at me. 

Finn, Danny, Mason and Ezra were talking shop about what to 
pack for the trip through Silo, Kabayo’s land, but I couldn’t have 
been further from paying attention. I was glad only Von and Mason 
seemed to notice when I pushed my chair back from the table and 
grabbed my plate to take it to the kitchen. 

I rinsed off my plate in the sink and put it in the dishwasher. 
Then I started in on the rest of the dishes, rinsing and stacking to 
lighten the massive load I’d unleashed on Lynna by overworking the 
guys. My body was still aching, but cleaning felt like a balm to my 
weary soul. 

I caught an earful when she came back into the kitchen from 
refilling Von’s plate yet again. “No! No, Lady October. You don’t do 
dishes here. Put those down and go back with the others.” Lynna’s 
wrinkled hands went to her face, fanning with too much anxiety 
over something so small. Her white bun atop her head was pulled 
tight, making her wide eyes seem even bigger when she was upset. 

“Tt’s no big deal. It’s my fault you’ve got so many dishes to do. 
Finn’s here because he’s curious about Omen duties. Plus I made 
Mason and Von work too much today. They each count for like, five 
grown men with how much they’re putting away.” 

“I won’t hear of it. Now you go on out there before Ezra sees 
you doing housework!” 

I couldn’t help the much-needed smile that played at the corners 
of my mouth at her fretting. “What’s Ezra going to say about me 
pitching in? Does he really think I’m so useless that I can’t load a 
dishwasher?” 

Ezra strolled in, his shoulders rolled back and his empty glass in 
his hand. “Useless? Of course not. But your job is to be the Death 
Omen. Save your strength for tomorrow. You’re my guest. I don’t 
ask guests to do their own dishes.” He took out a bottle of wine and 
refilled his goblet, making Lynna that much more high-strung now 
that two people were doing things she should have been tending to. 

“Hello, I’m sleeping here. I’m your daughter. That hardly makes 
me a guest exempt from chores.” 


Ezra’s hand was on my shoulder in the next breath. “You are my 
daughter. It’s good to hear you say it.” 

I chuckled, waving off his earnest expression. “Alright, alright. 
I'll feel better about freeloading if I do something to help out.” I 
finished filling the dishwasher, scrubbed my hands three times, and 
then turned to find both him and Lynna watching me with resigned 
expressions. “I think I’m going to turn in, if that’s alright.” 

“Of course.” 

Lynna went back out to the dining room to replenish the no 
doubt depleted supply of lasagna, leaving Ezra and I in the kitchen. 
“Ezra?” 

“Yes, dear?” 

I had a hard time looking at him; he was just too nice a guy. 
“T’m real sorry for everything. For what it’s worth, I like you. I don’t 
want to take something away if it makes you happy. I feel like I did 
the wrong thing upstairs, telling you all that.” 

Ezra put his wine glass down on the counter. “On the contrary. 
You treated me like a family member. You looked out for my 
interests, even when they conflicted with your own. You told me 
the truth, which is more than most people do for me.” 

I crossed my arms over my chest, bewildered. “You can’t be this 
nice a guy.” 

Ezra chortled at my skepticism. “Play poker with me sometime. 
You'll see my vindictive side.” 

“Deal me in next time you play.” I couldn’t help but share in a 
portion of his welcoming smile. He was so genuine; it made no 
sense. “Did Mariang have a good day off?” 

“She did. Danny and I took her to a museum today. She never 
gets to do things like that anymore. Thanks to you, she got to see 
some art, went shopping with Danny and had a meal where she ate 
her fill, and Danny didn’t eat for four. You did a good thing for her. 
Don’t think it goes unnoticed.” He extended his hand to me. 

No matter how honest I’d been with him upstairs, I didn’t want 
to tip my hand to the crazy so soon after being brought into the 
fold. Though there were germs aplenty, I muscled through and 
shook his hand. “It’s no trouble.” 

Ezra winced at the contact. “You're still icy.” He gripped my 
hand tighter when I tried to pull away. “While I appreciate what 
you did for Mariang, don’t think that you can keep up this pace. I'll 
not sacrifice one daughter for another.” 


I tilted my head to the side, sizing up his sincerity. “I think we 
both know you would, but for my sake, I hope it doesn’t come to 
that.” 


Nineteen. 
The Price of Murder 


I. gone to sleep by myself in the guest bedroom I’d 


been given, and woke to Von sliding in beside me 
sometime in the middle of the night. “Oy! You’re a 
popsicle.” He took my hands and tucked them under his 
shirt, wrapping his arm around me to give me a steady 
pull while he massaged my shoulder. I hadn’t realized 
how cold I was, but it felt like they’d turned the 


thermostat down by at least seven degrees. 

“T’m f-fine. Just tired.” 

He took his phone from off the bedside stand and swiped 
through until he found the person he needed. “Danny? Get up here 
and send Mason. Does Ezra have an electric blanket? She’s stone 
cold again.” He ended the call and tore off his sweater, shoving the 
hoodie over my head. He tucked my messy bun inside the hood and 
kissed my nose. “Clever girl. Make yourself into a human ice cube 
in order to get me naked. Didn’t you know? All you had to do was 
ask.” 

“Rats! That was funny. All I can think of is something about you 
thinking you have a hot body, and me giving you the cold shoulder. 
Give me a m-minute. I’ll think up something better.” 

“Tll be on the very edge of my seat. Come closer, love. There 
you go,” he said as I wrapped my arms around him. His leg hooked 
over mine, drawing me so close, it felt like we were one body. “I 


really need to get laid. All this cuddling’s no good for me. You’re 
turning me into a nice guy, and that isn’t the man you fell in love 
with.” 

Despite my stiff limbs, I laughed. “After this sagrado business is 
over, how about you take a weekend of debauchery to make up for 
lost time? If I won’t need to reap so much, I can get by with just the 
one Puller for a few days. That is, if I can ever warm up.” 

“I won’t leave you with Mason.” He rubbed my back to soothe 
me. The smell of him was everywhere, now that I was wearing his 
sweater. It wasn’t a bad thing, but very intimate. 

My voice shifted, not bothering to hide my worry. “Von?” 

“Yeah, love?” 

“What’s wrong with me?” 

“You have terrible choice in men. [’ll do your screening next 
time so you don’t get swept off your feet by some good looking 
dog.” 

“Von?” 

“Nothing,” Von assured me, pressing his cheek to mine and 
pulling in longer drags than he usually did. “There’s nothing wrong 
with you at all, darling. Everything will work out alright. It always 
does. I’m here, aren’t I? There’s nothing we can’t figure out 
together. Have a little faith, Mrs. Brady.” 

Despite myself, I laughed. I’m sure we looked a little raunchy 
with our arms and legs wrapped around each other, but when the 
others came into the room, we didn’t pull apart. Mason, Danny and 
Ezra entered, turning on the light as Mason joined us on the bed to 
warm my back with a rub of his hand. “Something’s wrong, Ezra. I 
c-can’t keep my body heat.” 

Ezra placed his hand on my cheek and pulled it back as if ’'d 
stung him. “Danny, how does this keep happening? She’s freezing!” 

Danny waved away Mason and pried me out of Von’s arms. I sat 
on the bed, my legs curled to my chest. I shivered as Danny checked 
my pupils, my hands and even tugged up the tail of my shirt 
apologetically to check my spine. Something about my spine made 
him gasp. “Okay, Ezra? Go make October some tea. Von? Plug in 
that electric blanket and crank it.” 

“What’s wrong with m-me?” I chattered, needing a Puller to give 
me some body heat. 

Danny waited for Ezra to leave before he knelt on the bed next 
to me, looking me in the eye to make sure he had my full attention. 


“Shut the door and lock it, Von.” He ran his hands through his hair 
as if gearing up for something big. I was nervous, and wished the 
dramatics would tone down a little so it didn’t all seem like such a 
huge deal. “Listen to me, kid. Something happened that’s making it 
harder for the souls to completely detach from you. That happened 
to Mariang once when she...” He shook his head. “She reaped a 
person after they died somehow. Something about the way he died 
made the soul stickier, so Von and Mason might feel like they’ve 
gotten it out, but part of the soul is still stuck inside of you. It’s a 
slow torture. Starts out with your hands just being a little chilly 
every now and then, and then weeks later, you turn into this.” He 
showed me his hands to prove their innocence before reaching 
around and touching a spot near the base of my spine. It was more 
tender than any other part of my back for some reason. “Feel that? I 
can see it holding on right there.” His head whipped to Von and 
Mason. “How can you not have seen this?” 

Von shot his brother an incredulous look. “Um, because we’re 
not having sex with our charge. We see you naked about as often as 
we see her naked.” 

Danny shrank. “Oh, right. Well, we have to get it out, or this 
cold feeling might set in and become permanent.” 

I chewed on my lower lip as I clutched my knees tighter to my 
chest. “Like a deep clean?” 

Danny let a hint of a smile touch his face to lighten my anxiety. 
“Exactly. Do you know what you did when you first felt the deep 
cold like this? It would have been a week or two ago, judging by 
how big the spot’s grown on your back.” 

“No. I mean, it was freezing in Geon’s dungeon, but I think 
that’s the nature of dungeons. But I couldn’t get warm even after 
that in the hot Sakuna weather.” 

“Then something that happened in the dungeon gave that skip 
to your system.” 

“Do you think it’s when I killed Andy?” I asked, my voice quiet. 
“You said Mariang reaped someone who was already dead.” 

Realization dawned on Danny. “You murdered Andy. That’s 
right. You killed him, and then you must’ve reaped him after he 
died. Same thing happened to Mariang. Andy must’ve been a half- 
breed. Part Duwende and part human.” 

Von’s voice lowered. “Whoa! Are you saying Mariang murdered 
the person she reaped post-death?” 


Danny looked around at the audience with worry painting his 
features. “Never mind about that. It was an accident, and she was 
trying to defend herself. From here on out, if you murder any more 
half-breeds or full humans, stay away from them once they hit the 
ground. Far, far away.” 

“That would’ve been nice to know months ago, Danny,” Mason 
glowered. 

“Stop saying ‘murdered’!” I begged. “It was him or me, and I did 
what I had to do.” 

Danny raised his chin and made a show of exhaling so I’d calm 
down. “Point is, I can get it out, but it has to be now. It might 
already be too late.” 

“Well, do it!” 

Danny moved the pillows off the bed and patted the mattress. 
“It’s going to hurt. Lay face-down here. Von, Mason, pay attention. 
If I’m not around the next time she kills someone before she reaps 
them, make sure one of you does this.” I hated the assumption that 
I was naturally a killer and would go on a murdering binge like a 
bad habit that needed curbing. 

Danny walked them through several deep breathing techniques 
that all just sounded like yoga to me. I could tell Von was trying 
extra hard to pay attention and not blow this off, as was his natural 
inclination. I buried my face into the mattress in embarrassment 
when Danny moved my sweatshirt up to show Von and Mason what 
to look for. “Next time you can’t bring her body temperature up 
with a simple pulling, check her spine right here at the base.” 

“Whoa, is that... Is her spine turning blue?” Mason asked, 
transfixed. 

“What? Are you serious?” I tried to crane my neck to look, but if 
you can believe it, I couldn’t see my own spine without a mirror. 

Danny shoved my head back down onto the mattress. “Lie still. 
This is going to hurt if you resist it. Mason’s going to pull along 
your spine, so try not to move.” 

I clutched the mattress. “What are we talking here? I don’t want 
a spinal injury, Danny.” 

“Then don’t move.” 

“You are such an ass,” I grumbled, gathering a bit of the sheet 
into my mouth to bite down on. Danny positioned Mason on my 
other side so he could mirror Danny’s actions. 

“Put your hands on either side of the blue spot, Mason. That’s 


right. Now focus on moving it up through her.” 

Mason pushed down on my spine, trying to knead the ice 
through my body. It remained in place, though. I could feel the 
stubborn chill giving him the finger when he tried to move it. I 
waited for more than the discomfort of a rough massage to resonate 
through me, but that seemed to be the worst of it. “It’s not moving,” 
Mason said, stating the obvious. 

Danny scratched his head. “Think of it like a magnet. Will the 
cold into your hands first, and then move it up after it’s attached to 
you.” 

Mason rubbed his hands together and then placed them on my 
spine like a Reiki master. A month ago I would’ve thrilled at having 
his hands on me like this. Of course, in my fantasies, it was without 
the audience, and we were hot for each other instead of one of us 
being a human icicle. Now his hands felt wrong, and like we were 
both trying too hard to make it feel right. Over and over he 
massaged the spot on my spine, but it didn’t budge. “Am I doing it 
wrong? Nothing’s happening.” 

“T don’t know how to explain it any different. I mean, it’s hard to 
break down something that’s intuitive. October, relax. It won’t help 
if you resist it.” 

“Relax while you play psychic Operation on my spine? Sure 
thing, boss.” 

Von had been standing near my head, taking in the scene with 
his outsider’s curiosity. “Let me take a crack at it. Mason, why don’t 
you wait outside? It’s a little crowded in here. Take a break, mate.” 

Mason grew frustrated, pressing down on my back and gripping 
the muscles on either side of my spine to squeeze the cold up. It 
was the worst kind of massage, making me tense up and bite down 
on the sheet as I fought to endure whatever this was. “Come on, 
October! I can feel you resisting,” Mason growled as he roughly 
kneaded my back. 

“Because you’re hurting me!” 

He leaned his weight down on me as his knee dug into my butt, 
shoving me down into the mattress with a force meant for wrestling 
zombies, not massaging a docile woman. I tried to let him do his 
thing, but each time he shoved my spine, it felt like a key grinding 
in an ignition that had no starter to it. I tried to remain limp while 
Mason pushed me down over and over again into the mattress. He 
ignored Danny’s warning to calm down, and grunted a few times in 


frustration as his fingers dug into my skin. 

I tried not to remember what it felt like when he’d pinned me 
down in the basement to kiss me. I tried not to go there in my 
mind, but the distrust was real. 

“Tt’s there! I can feel it, but I can’t get it to move.” 

“Then get off her!” Von shoved Mason off of me, and Mason 
shoved back. The two glared at each other in warning, daring the 
other to strike again. 


Twenty. 
Residual Andy 


I let out a frustrated growl when the two started 


throwing insults at each other. “Would you both knock 
it off? Mason, take a breather. It’s not your fault it’s not 
working; we’re all new at this, so chill out. It’s been in 
me for a while now, so it probably won’t be a cinch to 
get out.” I was still face-down on the mattress with an 
artic chill on my spine that was slowly turning me blue. 
“Von, take your best shot.” 

Von waited for Mason to back down before he reached out and 
held my wrist. “Hey, it’s alright. It’s just me this time. Easy 
enough.” 

Danny shook his head at his brother. “It’s not easy, Von. Take 
something seriously for once in your life.” 

“You’re right, Peach. Danny does look like Frankenstein’s 
monster when he’s disapproving. I never noticed before.” Despite 
the situation, I snorted into the sheet, letting out a small chuckle. 
“There you go. Just relax. Where does it hurt?” 

“T mean, the whole middle of my back’s stiff and sore now. But 
it’s fine.” 

“You owe the Denial Jar another dollar. I’ve been keeping track; 
that’s fifteen dollars today alone.” Instead of trying to get the 
troubled spot out of me, Von concentrated on gently rubbing the 
muscles on either side of my spine, soothing the ache and warming 


the flesh there. “I’m moving your shirt further up so I can see what 
I’m doing. Is that alright?” 

“Sure. That feels nice, by the way. Thanks.” I felt my sweatshirt 
and the shirt beneath slide up to my shoulders, hitching just 
beneath my breasts. I shivered as the air hit my skin, reminding me 
all over again that I was cold. “Von?” 

“Yes, love?” 

“How blue are we talking back there? Like, a little blue body 
paint, or have I gone full-on Smurf?” 

Von sniggered, his hands relaxing me beyond what I thought 
possible. “It’s barely a tinted shade of color.” Von lowered his face 
to my back, and my cheeks pinked when he dragged his lips over 
my spine. He blew hot air over me to melt whatever resistance I 
still clung to. 

“Is this necessary?” Mason grumbled. 

“Seriously, Von,” Danny groused, embarrassed at having to stare 
at my naked back while his brother made me moan in unladylike 
ways into the sheets. 

“We'll see, won’t we?” Von leaned down to whisper in my ear. 
“We’re going to give it another go now, yeah?” 

He kissed my cheek, and I couldn’t help but melt for him. “Yeah, 
okay,” I murmured, my eyes closed. 

Von’s hands were gentle on my back, trustworthy and 
comforting through a pretty long and confusing day. When the 
warmth from his pulling began to heat up, at first it felt nice. Then 
the toastiness began to rise beyond what was soothing, heating up 
my spine and then my whole back with what felt like a slowly 
growing fire that centered around that stubborn spot. I whimpered 
into the sheet as Von moved his hands up my back, burning me as 
he went. It felt like a white-hot knife pierced through the tender 
bones, slicing the vertebrae like melted butter and dragging upward 
until Von’s hands were at the base of my neck. 

“You're doing it!” Danny shouted, impressed as much as he was 
surprised. “Now up and out the top of her head. Draw it out like 
you’re squeezing a tube of toothpaste.” 

“Oh, you're a filthy one, Danny.” 

“Shut it and finish the job!” he yelled, leaning in to watch the 
rare occurrence with Mason. 

Mason reached out and held my hands, giving me something to 
dig my nails into when the scream erupted out of me. Ezra and Finn 


burst through the locked door into the room, aghast at Von 
performing psychic surgery on me and it actually working. 

“Almost there, hani.” Von massaged my scalp, pulling the chill 
through my brain and out into my hair. My back arched as I gritted 
my teeth through the tearing sensation. It felt like I was being 
unzipped, like a doll that needed new stitching. “Breathe through 
it!” Von urged, and the moment I obeyed, the final rip tore through 
me, shooting out of my head and landing in Von’s palms. I 
collapsed with a thud on the mattress, whimpering and sweating as 
I lay limp and unable to summon the strength to sit up. 

Mason knelt next to my wilted body on the bed, tugging my 
shirt down and holding my hand as if I was something valuable. 

“What is that?” Finn asked, staring at Von’s hands. 

Von held an ethereal ball of bluish white light that danced in his 
palms like a tiny octopus fairy with too many tentacles. “I pulled it 
out of her. It’s cold. Mason, is she still cold? Did I get it all?” 

I remained lifeless on the bed as Mason squeezed various parts 
on my arms and back to test my temperature. “She’s much better 
than she was. I don’t think I see any blue, but it’s hard to say. Her 
back’s so red. Finn, check her spine. Do you see any blue?” My top 
was yanked up again without my permission. 

Finn leaned in, touching my back when looking would’ve 
sufficed. “Let me see.” His fingers climbed up and down me, 
exciting and relaxing like he had a right to tantalize my body, when 
we both knew he didn’t. His hands felt amazing, but as I didn’t 
really know him, the whole thing was a little awkward. “I don’t see 
a blue spot, no.” 

“What is it, Danny?” Von asked, breathless. The blue ball of 
light danced with graceful turns and twists in his hands. 

“Tt’s the soul of the person she murdered. It’s the last of Andy.” 
Danny’s explanation was months too late, but finally it came. 
“Taking a soul out of someone who’s already going to die is natural. 
Killing them on purpose and then taking their soul isn’t. When an 
Omen murders, the soul sticks around in the person a little while 
longer, and if the Omen absorbs it, it doesn’t let go so easily. It’s 
nature’s little insurance policy that you don’t try to solve the famine 
crisis by going off on a killing spree just to rack up more souls.” 

“T didn’t mean to kill Andy,” I admitted. “He was going to suck 
the will out of me so Id tell them where the stone was. I was just 
trying to knock him unconscious, to show Geon he couldn’t control 


me like that.” 

Finn’s voice broke through my utter regret. “If you’re bothered 
by anyone again, let me know, and I’ll take care of it. Then you 
won’t have to get blood on your hands.” 

“If it ever happens again, you have to tell us so they can get it 
out right away. You'll be sore for a few days where the death 
buildup was.” Danny put his hand on Von’s shoulder, and for once I 
didn’t see a hint of loathing. If I wasn’t so out of it, ’'d put my 
money on a glimmer of pride in Danny’s eye. “That was brilliant, 
Von. Now you’ve got to eat the dead soul. Then it’s done.” 

Von watched it a few more seconds and then popped it in his 
mouth, swallowing it down like a pill that soured his face at the 
foul taste. “Ugh. Andy was a right foul git. Like flat cola and rancid 
chicken.” 

While the others asked Von different things about the ingested 
soul, Finn moved my shirt down and rolled me over carefully on the 
bed, as if he knew exactly how a woman whose spine had just been 
worked over should touch the sheets. He was careful not to let my 
hips move too much one way or the other, taking his time so my 
stiff spine didn’t bend too much. When I was finally in the bed the 
right way with my head on the pillow, he brought the comforter up 
over my lap and caressed my cheek with his knuckle. “Beautiful,” 
he said of my perplexed look up at him. 

I didn’t often get sincere compliments like that. Von’s were 
always kind of a joke. “Um, thanks. You, too. Super pretty. 
Especially the gills.” 

The corner of Finn’s mouth tugged upward. “I heard a lot of 
screaming. How are you feeling?” 

“Like P’ve had a giant man kneeling on my spine. Then like I had 
ice ripped out of my back through my head. So, you know, slightly 
worse than your average Friday night.” 

Amusement danced in Finn’s eyes as he shifted the pillow under 
my head, plumping the sides. “Is that better?” 

“Actually, yeah. Thanks. I’m afraid to move too much.” 

“Tm sure you'll be feeling better soon, kendi.” 

Von’s head snapped up, and Mason, Ezra and Danny stiffened. 
“Don’t you dare call her that! I thought we already had this talk. 
She’s not part of your king’s harem, and she’ll never be that 
desperate. Move along, mate.” Von went from glowing with pride to 
irate in a heartbeat. “And you’re standing about ten feet too close to 


her bed.” 

Finn cast me a lazy smile before he left, leaving Ezra and Danny 
to exchange dark looks. “I don’t like that,” Ezra stated what the 
guys were all thinking, judging by the furrowed eyebrows that were 
aimed in my direction. “King Banak’s commanded Captain Finn to 
watch her; he can’t disobey orders. I can’t make him stay away 
tomorrow, so I want one of you by her side at all times. 
Understood?” 

Mason and Von both nodded. “Yes, sir.” 

Danny showed me his hands and then reached under the 
comforter near my feet. He pressed two fingers to the inside of my 
ankle to test my pulse. “Can you feel that?” 

“Yeah. I just can’t move much before my spine stops me. Is that 
normal? It’s not permanent, is it? I’m kinda freaking out here.” I 
tried not to let images of me going through life completely limp 
plague me. 

“Not permanent, but it might be for the night. Your back’s going 
to be in a lot of pain, so rest up. I'll call in a prescription for you for 
the morning. Any objections to Vicodin?” 

“J... I don’t know. I’ve never taken anything that strong before.” 

“Seriously? Your old job was pretty physical. I can’t believe 
you’ve never been injured before.” 

“T’ve treated too many inmates in the throes of withdrawal. I can 
deal with the pain. Pills scare me.” 

Ezra sunk down into the chair in the corner of the room, rubbing 
his temples as the stress of the day and the worries of his life 
overtook him for the briefest of moments. “I can keep them for you, 
if that would make you feel better about it.” 

“Thanks, it would. Then yeah, Vicodin’s fine.” The extreme 
nature of the chill I’d had for days finally leaving me sent a flood of 
intoxicating heat through my body. I closed my eyes, letting the 
guys hash out whatever needed talking about. I didn’t even protest 
a few minutes later when Mason slid into the bed at my side so he 
could warm me with his bare-chested body. Despite the horrible 
things we’d gone through, he was warm when I’d been so cold. I 
didn’t have the wherewithal to resist him anymore. “G’night,” I 
mumbled, not sure when the others had left. 

Mason dragged his fingers through my auburn tangles, taking 
the rubber band out of my hair so he could play in the tresses. “I’m 
sorry, hani. I know it’s unforgiveable, what I did to you, but I’m 


sorry all the same.” 

“If you let me go to sleep right now and don’t make me talk 
about it, Pll forgive you anything.” 

He smiled as he pressed his lips to a sensitive spot behind my 
ear. “Will do.” He tugged at my hair with gentle pressure that made 
me groan like a filthy... well, we won’t go there. 

“You keep that up, and I’ll start drooling on your arm.” 

Mason chuckled and kept up the steady stream of pulling while 
relaxing my body that had been tensed for days. “I’ve missed you.” 

“T missed me, too.” If we were being honest, I would admit that I 
was too tense even before Terraway entered my world. That I’d 
needed a friend to pull the stress from me even before I took up the 
mantle of being a Death Omen. I wanted to trust Mason. I didn’t 
want to see him as someone so detached from reality that he could 
turn on me in a blink. 

Von changed into pajamas and then settled in to the chair at the 
desk in the corner of the room, playing on his phone. 

“Whatcha doing?” I asked sleepily. What I really wanted to say 
was “Turn that glowing thing off that’s keeping me awake, and 
come be sexy and warm next to me.” Somehow I didn’t think that 
would go over all that platonically. 

“Tm checking the weather for tomorrow, and flipping through 
the news highlights.” 

“Why would you do that to yourself right before bed? The news 
never has anything good to say.” 

Von sighed heavily. “I know. I fear I’m a masochist tonight. I 
don’t like all this terrorist attack talk that’s always in the newsfeed. 
I never bothered with it all that much before, but now that I’m 
responsible for keeping Terraway’s food supplier alive, I worry.” He 
turned off his phone and set it on the nightstand. “No terrorist 
attacks in Georgia this week. It’s official. I’ve officially become 
overbearing, fretting over bombers getting at you on a normal day.” 

“No bombers. Just monsters and kings and whatnot. Let’s shoot 
for a normal day tomorrow.” 

When Von slid into bed on my other side, he slipped his hand in 
mine and looped his leg over my thigh, as was our routine. Mason 
was more possessive as he drifted off tonight, holding me in his 
arms so Von and I could only half-snuggle. 

Von looked on me in Mason’s arms not with the joking affection 
he usually did, but with pity. There were many things I didn’t care 


for, but pity was up there in my top ten ways I hoped a great guy 
like Von would never feel for me. He settled into the mattress and 
closed his eyes without a joke, without a flirty kiss to my cheek, 
and without anything crass coming from his lips. When I asked him 
if he was alright, he simply kissed my lips once, but the pity was so 
thick, it was barely worth the effort of the gesture. Usually his 
kisses were adorable, precious and flirty. This was only one note, 
singing clearly a song of sadness. 

I really didn’t like it, so I closed my eyes and drifted off, hoping 
the morning would bring our rhythm back to us. 


Twenty-One. 
Pemberton 
Elementary 


M, dream was in my face with a purpose. I was 


immediately transported to a large room with a table, 
two chairs and no frills where Philip sat, as if waiting for 
me. He flagged me down, looking relieved I was sitting 
with him. “I thought you’d never come see me again,” 
he said, his eyebrows creased in worry. 

“Oh, you know I always come back for the cute ones who keep 
me company when I’m in a dungeon.” 

“You’re well? I can’t always tell.” 

“Good as new. Maybe a little tired and sore, but it is what it is.” 

“Where are you?” 

I yawned, apparently so tired that I was even exhausted in my 
dream. “I’m at Ezra’s, sleeping with Mason and Von. We’re all 
actually getting along. Hold your breath so nothing breaks, right?” I 
spoke to him like he knew everything about my life, which since he 
was a figment of my imagination, I guess he probably did. 

“Where are you reaping tomorrow? I heard through the 
grapevine of your brain that you’re trying to get fifty hearts in three 
days. How’s that going?” 

“Twenty-six today, so more than halfway there.” 

Philip’s mouth dropped open. “I’m sorry. You said twenty-six?” 

“I did. And I think I’d like a little fanfare for it. Not in real life, 


but in my dream. Seems like a nice place for fanfare.” 

Philip closed his mouth into a smile and clapped his hands 
politely. “That’s incredible. Are you blissed out? Do your Pullers 
have you catatonic somewhere?” 

“Nope. They wouldn’t do that to me.” 

“Where are you going tomorrow?” 

“T dunno. It’s wherever my gut tells me to go. Usually a hospital 
or somewhere.” 

I could see Philip was thinking hard about something. “Where 
will there be a lot of people gathered tomorrow?” 

“Not sure. Von mentioned his daughter was going to a carnival. 
That might be promising.” 

“Where’s the carnival?” 

“T think he said Pemberton Elementary. Not too far from Ezra’s. 
Why?” 

Philip sat back in his chair. “Reap there tomorrow. I want to see 
how many you can do in a day if there was no shortage of souls.” 

“No shortage of souls? What are you talking about? They have 
to be a day or less away from biting it for me to be able to reap 
them. I don’t think you understand how reaping works.” 

“T understand completely. I’m in your mind. I understand things 
exactly how you do, remember? Pemberton Elementary. Try it 
tomorrow. Do it for me. Then I want you to tell me all about it 
tomorrow night.” 

I sighed, slumping down on the tabletop with a loud harrumph. 
“My dreams are so boring! I could be doing awesome things right 
now, but I’m so boring that I’m dreaming about work! Ugh! I need a 
vacation.” 

Philip smiled at me and clicked his fingers, changing our 
location from the mundane table and chairs to a tropical setting 
surrounded by mountains, low-hanging clouds and a real volcano 
within jogging distance. “Is this better?” 

“T don’t know,” I grinned up at him. “Take your shirt off, and Pll 
let you know.” 


Twenty-Two. 
Breakfast over 
Horse Heads 


I he morning brought a horse head to the breakfast 


table, so you know, business as usual. I dipped my spoon 
into my second bowl of grits that were cooked with the 
right amount of too much butter and loads of pepper to 
make me sneeze, which was just enough. 

“Tm telling you, there are enough souls stored up. My people 
are dying from the poison in what little water there is left in our 
land. They need the sagrado stone now!” Kabayo was irate, which 
was no real surprise. The bigger surprise would’ve been him not 
being bossy and in my face. An even bigger surprise would’ve been 
him showing up in a dress, doing a dance for us and waving his 
mane over his shoulder like it ain’t no thang. Would’ve made for a 
much better dining experience than a severed horse’s head dripping 
green fluid onto the sleek wood table while we tried to eat. 

Mariang was sitting across the dining room table from me, her 
bowl clutched to her chest to keep it from the foam-crusted maw of 
the horse head that stared blankly at her. Kabayo had decided it 
was a good idea to rest it on the long oak table, I’m guessing for 
dramatic effect. Her voice was quiet, but everyone stopped talking 
when she spoke. “If both of us are going to be in Silo, then we can’t 
risk running out of souls. What if October gets abducted again? 
Three days was the agreement.” 


“Hey, I got abducted last time. It’s your turn,” I joked. 

Mariang liked it when I kidded around with her. She had that 
only child thing that rang like loneliness and read like needing to 
escape the house of boys that had taken over her dollhouse. “I'll 
make a note of it, should Kabayo’s men come after us.” 

“Tm telling you, there’s no danger! It’s a straight shot to my 
palace, where the main river that feeds most of the wells is. No one 
wants to kidnap you. All we want is for our people to stop dying. Is 
that too much to ask?” 

Finn was sitting back in his chair at the foot of the table 
opposite Ezra, watching the whole exchange. Finn wore a lazy 
posture that served as a veil to hide his calculating eyes as they 
took in Kabayo’s desperation. Finn also studied my tight lips as I 
considered just how bad yesterday was, and how nowhere near 
ready was I for a long journey across an unknown land. My spine 
felt marginally better than yesterday, but I was still moving like a 
robot. Ezra had offered me the Vicodin, but I couldn’t bring myself 
to take it. The tradeoff was moving like an old lady, but whatever. 

Finn addressed Kabayo, who was still in a temper. “What do you 
intend to do about the uprising?” 

“That sounds ominous,” Von muttered, shoveling a bite of grits 
into his mouth with no flair. He usually oozed flare like a rocket. I 
reached over and massaged his forearm until his eyelids drooped, 
bringing him back to himself a little. “Thanks, Peach.” 

Kabayo postured, giving a derisive snort in Finn’s direction. Let 
me tell you, horses give the most contemptuous of all the derisive 
snorts, so Kabayo’s opinion was made clear before he even opened 
his long mouth. “It’s nothing but a threat. I can’t believe you’d bat 
an eye over a few angry Ekeks.” 

“T can’t believe you wouldn’t. You should take threats to your 
land more seriously. If it weren’t for this one killing off all the 
Goblins, your land might still be overrun with them.” 

I hung my head, not counting on a heaping portion of morning 
shame to go with my grits. “I didn’t mean to do it.” 

Finn smiled at me in that cool, detached way that told me he 
could wear the exact same pleasant expression while he choked the 
life out of someone. “Make no mistake, you did all of Terraway a 
great favor.” 

“Ts that so?” I met his eyes with my independence evident, and 
made sure not to blink so he didn’t think we were on any sort of 


team. “I’ll put you both in my books as ‘in my debt’, then.” 

Finn tilted his chin to the side slightly, narrowing his eyes to 
decide whether or not he could pass off my words as a joke. 

Nope. 

Danny, Von and Mason barely paused their ravenous 
breakfasting, but exchanged wary glances while Mariang and I 
resigned ourselves to it not being the walk in the park as advertised. 
Ezra put his fork down and rested his elbows on the table - a thing 
he did only when he was upset. He was too proper to let his elbows 
graze the table otherwise. “How serious is this threat from the 
Ekeks? Is it something Sylvia can handle?” 

“If she can, she isn’t.” Kabayo waved off our growing concern as 
if we were all being dramatic. “The threat’s no more serious than it 
will be anywhere else in Terraway. The Ekeks and Manas of 
Lumipad don’t need the stone as badly as my people do, but they’re 
scavengers, so they think anything’s up for stealing.” He shrugged, 
and then explained for my benefit. “They want what they want 
when they want it. It’s a nuisance, but nothing more serious than 
that.” 

I put a dash more pepper in my grits. “Then Mariang shouldn’t 
come.” She stiffened, so I pressed on before I could be overruled. 
“Look, I have to go because I’m the only one who can touch the 
stupid stone. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t risk being where the... Who 
now?” 

“Ekeks and Manas,” Von explained between mouthfuls. “Sylvia’s 
people. She’s a Manas. That’s short for Manananggal.” 

I nodded. “I wouldn’t risk being around them if I didn’t have to. 
If they get us both? You know Terraway can’t risk that.” 

Mariang slumped over her bowl while Danny glared at me. “But 
the citizens of Lumipad are always going to be a problem. Isn’t it 
safer with all of us going? Could they really get past Dad, Captain 
Finn, Danny, Mason, King Kabayo, Prince Langgam, Ruiz and 
Klark?” 

“Hey!” Von was affronted, sitting up straight and scrunching his 
nose at her. His red t-shirt had a wrinkled washed out picture of a 
guitar on it, and his jeans had a rip in the thigh, but he demanded 
to be treated as a warrior like the others. “I notice you left me out 
of your little list. Next time someone snatches at you, I’ll just wave 
my hands around and flag down one of the real men.” 

Mariang put her dainty hand to her forehead, chagrinned. “Of 


course, you too, Von. You’re top of the list.” 

“And?” Von prodded, his nose in the air. 

“And... And you’re so very strong. The Ekeks and Manas 
wouldn’t try a thing with you around. They’d run away in fear.” 

“That’s more like it.” Von sat a little taller in his chair. He 
bumped his foot to mine and started fighting me for elbow space to 
start a flirty war, reclaiming a portion of his personality. 

“October’s right. It’s too dangerous this time around, dear,” Ezra 
said with a heavy sigh. “Danny and I will remain Topside with you. 
Perhaps we’ll even add a few guards so Captain Finn feels more at 
ease with the growing threat.” 

Mariang was downcast, her narrow shoulders drooping as Danny 
rubbed an “I hate October” circle into her back. “Alright. I so hoped 
to be able to go see Terraway again. I haven’t been to Silo in so 
long. King Kabayo, please send my apologies to your wife.” 

Kabayo nodded. “She won’t be happy, but I do think that’s best. 
If anyone from Lumipad does attack, they’ll be after October, not 
you. The farther you are from her, the safer you'll be.” 

My eyebrows furrowed, and I tried to muscle through my 
sudden loss of appetite to choke down the last of my grits. I knew I 
wouldn’t be able to eat anything once we got started for the day. 
“How serious is this threat? Like, can I do my job today without 
constantly looking over my shoulder?” 

Ezra waved off my concern. “Of course, dear. Ekeks and Manas 
don’t come Topside. The only residents of Terraway who can travel 
Topside are those the rulers take with them, like when Mason 
brought up Tanga when this whole mess started. They'll wait until 
you're in Terraway if they decide to strike.” 

I jabbed my spoon in Kabayo’s direction. “I knew it was too 
good to be true when you promised me a stroll through your land, 
Kabayo. Not for nothing, but I like knowing when I’m walking into 
a trap, guys.” 

Kabayo gave a loud horse harrumph, but Finn answered me in 
his calm, unfazed way. “You have nothing to be afraid of, little 
Omen. I'll be traveling with you, as will Prince Langgam. The Ekeks 
and Manas would be fools to attack you with us there, and I can 
deal with fools easily enough.” Finn sized up Mason’s arm draped 
around the back of my chair and Von’s breezy smile that beamed 
more easily when we were joking around together. “And I’m 
guessing your Death Reapers would have a thing or two to say 


about someone snatching at their collective bride.” 

Mason stiffened, removing his arm from me, while Von 
glowered at Finn. I picked up a flaky biscuit from my plate and 
launched it at Finn. Not quite a weapon, but the intent was clear. 
Finn let the biscuit hit his chest and flop to the floor, eyebrows 
raised in surprise at being assaulted with the fluffy pastry. “Don’t 
make my life sound weird. We’re making the best of it, and we 
don’t need your sideways commentary, you jackfish. I’m not 
hooking up with either of them. For all you know, I could run into 
some hottie at the hospital and have a good old sexy time, with Von 
and Mason high-fiving me afterwards. You’re the one with the 
harem, not me.” 

Finn’s eyes were still wide that I was capable of throwing food 
like a ruffian born for things lower than civil chatter over a pristine 
breakfast. Boy didn’t know the half of it. He was lucky the biscuit 
was softer than the rock I wanted to pelt him with. “I’ll cancel the 
wedding gift, then.” 

Ezra cleared his throat to diffuse the situation like the politician 
he was. “Darling, perhaps nonviolent methods of communication at 
the table would be more effective.” 

“Yes, sir,” I mumbled. I downed a few swallows of orange juice 
before standing, my posture rigid. I wished I didn’t need to lean so 
heavily on the table. My spine was being such a wuss. “I’m ready to 
start the day if y’all are.” 

“Tm finished,” Von said, standing up from the table. “Let’s let 
them talk mastermind details. I’ve got violent movies that 
desperately need watching in the living room. Can’t fall behind on 
the important things. Come on, love.” He paused by Finn, looking 
down at him without the note of healthy fear everyone else did. “If 
you talk down about Mason, November or me again, you’ll have 
more to fear than a biscuit.” 

Finn stood slowly, using his three extra inches to tower over 
Von, who refused to be intimidated. “I thought you knew better 
than to threaten me, half-vamp. Clearly you think you have nothing 
to lose, but you know? I’ve never found that to be true.” His nose 
was just a few inches from Von’s, and the slight sneer told me that 
Finn was growing frustrated at losing his expected upper hand. 
“There’s always some button to press to make you kneel. And boy, 
have I seen you do your fair share of kneeling.” 

Ezra was livid. “You’ll not speak to my son like that, Captain.” 


Mason stood, enforcing Von’s threat, his hand on my hip. “Go on 
into the living room, hani.” 


Twenty-Three. 
Our First Fight 


I wanted to fight alongside my guys, but decided to 


follow Mason’s instructions on this one, since my insults 
didn’t get more creative than small penis references this 
early in the morning. I had a feeling I’d need to save 
those for when the work day actually started. 

I walked into the living room, trying to find a comfortable spot 
for my back on the leather sofa. I was wearing designer jeans and a 
fitted deep blue sweater Mariang had bought for me. It was the 
most expensive outfit I’d ever worn, and I wasn’t sure what to do 
with that information. It made me very aware of any kind of spills 
that might ruin the nice gifts that just kept on coming. 

I pulled out my phone and called Ollie, knowing I needed to 
smooth things over with him before he went off the rails. 
“October?” 

The sound of his familiar cadence made me soften and retract 
the claws Finn brought out in me. “I just wanted to call and tell you 
again that ’m sorry about missing our weekly check-ins, and for 
hanging up on you the other day. I didn’t mean to worry you. Life’s 
been a little crazy.” 

“Crazy how?” I could tell he was at his desk by the sound of 
paper shuffling. I could hear the squeak of his chair that he liked to 
make creak in a rhythm to keep himself from daydreaming his work 
time away. Only the eek-eek matched the rolling chair in his 


bedroom at my house, not the one at his desk in New York. I could 
picture my brother leaning back with a look of concern on his face 
as he stared at his bedroom wall, and knew that as much as I 
wished he was back home, no amount of phantom chair-squeaking 
could make that true. Ollie was still in New York, and that was the 
name of that sad tune. “Talk to me, October.” 

I wasn’t sure how to answer him. I hated keeping anything from 
Ollie, but for his own good, I knew the land that was sucking the 
life out of me couldn’t go near my brother. “Crazy enough to 
interfere with the important stuff.” 

“When I couldn’t get ahold of you, I left a message with the 
warden. He finally got back to me, and told me you quit. You get a 
better offer?” 

No. “Yeah. I miss it, though. Did he sound mad?” 

“Not really. He sounded confused by the whole thing. Said you 
just up and quit with no warning. He’s afraid one of the inmates did 
something to you.” His voice lowered. “Is that true?” 

“No, no. It was time for a change, is all.” 

“What are you doing now?” 

I swallowed the truth and produced a good enough half-version. 
“Tm working for Ezra.” 

“Ezra? Seriously? What are you doing for him? What kind of 
medical help does he need?” 

“Tm helping around the house. Running errands and things like 
that.” 

I waited for the brick wall I could hear Ollie turning into on the 
other end of the call to respond. “Are you kidding me? You have a 
nursing degree! You love working at the prison. Now you’re, what? 
Doing his grocery shopping? Why?” 

“The money’s better,” I admitted. I could hear Ollie ramping up 
on the other end, so I made quick work of wrapping it up. “It’s fine, 
Ollie. It’s my choice.” 

“Tt’s that Von guy. You did this so you could be around him 
more. Come on, kid! Be smarter than this. Don’t be the girl who 
throws her career away for a guy with no future.” 

“Von and I are just friends, and you don’t even know him.” 

“Spoken like every young girl before she throws her plans away 
over some lowlife. I raised you better than that.” 

Of course Von chose that moment to meander in and make 
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himself comfortable on the couch next to me. “Don’t say ‘just’,” Von 


complained. “Makes it sound like I’m the consolation prize. You 
ever seen anyone as brilliant as me? I don’t think so.” 

I gave him a withering look that told him he wasn’t helping 
matters. Ollie was in a right state. “Is that him? Give the phone to 
Von. I want to talk to this joker.” 

Von heard and extended his hand for the phone, but I held it 
tight. “Not happening, guys. Family life separate from work life.” 

Von donned a dramatic wounded expression. “That’s all I am to 
you? A job? What about last night, with all the hours of raucous 
lovemaking we shared? I didn’t know a woman’s body could bend 
like that.” He pressed his hand to his heart, ramping up the antics 
and the volume. “I didn’t know I could feel the way I do about you! 
Ditch your responsibilities and run away with me, love. I really 
need you to cosign a loan for me first. Was thinking about getting 
myself a motorbike and whisking you off into the sunset. How 
opposed are you to Green Card marriages?” 

Ollie was distraught. “Did you seriously have sex with that 
clown? Your first time was with him? Why, kid? Anyone but that 
guy!” 

I stood from the couch, palming Von’s face to block the overly 
saccharine doe-eyed expression he wore as he batted his long 
eyelashes at me. Von responded by licking my palm, which was 
completely and totally disgusting. “Ah! Gross!” I wiped off my hand 
on his shirt, but I could still feel the germs crawling around like tiny 
bugs. I stomped off to the bathroom to wash my hands, surprised 
that Von followed me like an annoying chittering monkey. “Ollie, 
Von’s being a dork. We’ve never even kissed.” 

Von mimed stabbing himself in the chest. “Now you know that’s 
not true. Why would you lie about something like that? That’s just 
hurtful. I kissed you last night in the bed we share. In fact, I kiss 
you every night between the sheets.” 

My mouth fell open, horrified he was taking his little joke so far. 
“Ollie, I have to go. Everything’s fine.” I hung up before Ollie could 
yell, and turned to Von, who was smiling like the wicked boy he 
was. His hands were folded across his toned stomach, his wrinkled 
red shirt making his gold and blue eyes almost glow. He knew 
exactly how handsome he was, and was unapologetic as he beamed 
at me, ready to play. I pointed to his chest, unmoved in my 
accusation. “You need to cool it. Why’d you do that to Ollie? Now 
he’s going to be thinking we’re hooking up.” 


“You know very well I kissed your lips last night.” He said it as 
if we’d done something to be hidden in the dark under the sheets, 
instead of the innocent affection it was. Then Von frowned. “Why 
didn’t it work? Why didn’t I feel that euphoria you were going on 
about? I thought for sure we would be able to conjure up what you 
experienced with Mason.” 

“Because we didn’t actually...” Then I stopped, my frustration 
turning to a smack of hurt. “You’re sweet to me because you want 
to get high when we kiss?” I took a few steps back, wishing there 
was some other explanation. “You were using me?” 

Von sobered instantly, all play gone. “No, of course not. I only 
wondered why after the fact. I swear.” He shook his head. “I 
shouldn’t have said anything. I woke up on the wrong side of the 
bed this morning. Everything’s felt off.” 

“Youre off! You’re supposed to be the one who doesn’t use me. 
You’re supposed to know how much I hate all of this.” 

Von reached out to me, grimacing when I jerked away. “I told 
you, it’s not like that. It was just a thought.” 

“Call me when it’s time to go.” Maybe I was overreacting, but I 
needed a minute to cool down. Von’s germs were still crawling on 
my hand like so many microscopic organisms that screamed out to 
let them stay. I closed myself back in the emerald bathroom I’d 
once seen covered in cockroaches. It was now pristine, as if the 
infestation never happened. I wondered how long it would take for 
me to be able to look back and feel like the whole thing never 
happened. 

I scrubbed my hands again, getting in between my fingers, 
rinsing and starting all over again, just in case. 

I looked in the mirror and flinched. After being starved in 
Geon’s dungeon, and then going back to work to a job that literally 
made me sick, my face was starting to thin out. I liked my curves, 
my hips and my figure that looked and felt like a woman’s, petite 
though I was. Terraway was slowly stripping that from me. I had 
bags under my eyes, no color to my skin and a haunted look to me I 
tried to force away. 

I rehearsed smiling in the mirror, to show Terraway it hadn’t 
stolen everything from me - that I’d kept the good parts and hid 
them where no one could take them away. My smile was practiced 
and false, but it was a sign that I hadn’t been defeated. Somewhere, 
I was still in there, and I drew comfort from that thought. 


Von’s knock was to be expected. Before I opened the door, I took 
a few steadying breaths to push the fight away from me. If what he 
was saying was true, he hadn’t pecked my lips to use me to get 
high; he was merely curious after the fact as to why it hadn’t 
worked. I couldn’t fault him for that. I’d wondered the same thing 
on occasion. It was the initial sting that got me. 

When I opened the door, Von greeted me with a submissive 
expression of concern. “Please don’t be mad at me. I take it all 
back.” 

I stepped backward and waved him into the bathroom, not 
wanting to have this conversation so close to the dining room, 
where curious ears might lean in. “I overreacted. I was scared you 
were like Mason, and I freaked out for a second. I’m sorry. You’re 
right; we’re better than that. I should’ve had more faith in us.” 

Von’s shoulders loosened, and the easy grin I loved swept across 
his features. “We are better than that.” He motioned between us. 
“[ve never had a best friend like this. I usually don’t keep women 
around after I move on. So if I’m rubbish at this, you’ll have to 
educate me on how to be better. I like our arrangement, and I don’t 
want it to change.” 

“I like it, too. But don’t be a tool, and don’t make Ollie think 
we're doing things. We never kept secrets from each other, and now 
my whole life’s turning into a secret. Don’t add to that just to drive 
him nuts.” 

Von pulled me into his arms, and despite all the confusion, his 
embrace served to center me. I fell into him, inhaling his purely guy 
scent of mint and cigars that had no frills or effort to it. It was 
refreshing, and somewhere along the lines, Von was starting to feel 
like the home that always traveled with me when I couldn’t make it 
back to mine. 

He held me with one arm and raised his pinky to me with the 
other. “How about we promise each other that we won’t end up all 
twisted. I won’t jerk your jerk of a brother around anymore, yeah? 
We should promise that we won’t kiss for real. I don’t want what 
happened with Mason to happen with us. We’re better than that. 
And I really don’t want you to have no one here who’s not using 
you.” 

“Deal.” I linked my pinky to his, not expecting him to use our 
little fingers to lift my chin so he could see my face more clearly. 
He leaned in and pecked my lips - innocent and sweet with that 


constant hint of flirtation he didn’t know how to turn off. I would 
never ask him to turn it off; it was Von, and I knew that I loved him 
exactly how he was. 

“T don’t like that you’re back with Mason.” He started swaying 
us gently from side to side, in a slow dance while he hummed The 
Way You Look Tonight. His footwork wasn’t too fancy, which I 
appreciated. He danced with care, taking into consideration my 
tender back. 

I leaned my temple to his chest and let myself be romanced by 
our strange friendship. “I’m not back with Mason. I just don’t want 
to hold onto that anger anymore. It’s not worth it to feel so hurt all 
the time. It’s exhausting. Plus, he seems to have shaken himself out 
of it. Realizes how messed up it all was. I kinda feel sorry for him, 
losing his wife like that, then not being able to move on because I 
make him think of her. It’s sort of awful for him.” 

Von’s thumb rubbed a circle at the base of my spine to soothe 
me. “Say what you want, but I know what I saw. Yourre still 
crushing on him, and he wants back in. It’s only a matter of time. 
Given how often you’re with him?” He checked his wrist that had 
no watch on it, miming looking at the time. “I give it two days 
before you’re tangled up with him again.” 

I pulled his wrist down to check the freckle there. “Your watch 
is busted, chief.” 

“T’'m seeing Penny tonight after work. That’ll give you two just 
enough time together to make a perfect mess of things. Enjoy the 
descent into tawdry self-loathing. I’ve always been a fan of it.” 

I squeezed his waist to give him a tickle. “Message received, oh 
wise one.” 

Von’s chest puffed out with pride. “Oh, I like that. I might insist 
it’s my name from now on.” 

“Better than wiseass?” 

“Much.” He swayed with me a few more beats. “You ready for 
work, Peach?” 

“No. Let’s hide in here a little while longer.” 

“You got it.” Von started singing the Frank Sinatra song to me, 
his cheek pressed to mine as he turned me to his music. His hand 
stroked my sore back, and then moved up to thumb the nape of my 
neck. The mood shifted from the lightness of our steady friendly 
flirtation to something heavier that quickened my heartbeat, though 
I couldn’t tell you why. His fingers traced around to stroke the side 


of my neck, erupting goosebumps that betrayed the flutter in my 
chest. “I like this spot right here,” Von admitted. 

“This one?” My chin tilting back to expose the silk of my neck to 
the vampire I adored. “That feels nice,” I murmured. My eyes 
fluttered shut when his fingertips stroked down my throat like I was 
his instrument, and he wanted to see what kind of music we would 
make together. 

In that moment I knew; I did trust Von, no matter how foolish 
that choice might be. My head lolled back, my auburn curls 
dangling as I reveled in the new life I had that actually came with 
the perks of making a real friend. 

I gasped when I felt his breath near my neck. My pulse 
accelerated, and I knew with his attuned senses, that he could smell 
my blood heating as it rushed through my veins. “Well, look at 
you,” he remarked, his voice low. “You really are learning to let go. 
Beautiful.” 

I swallowed hard. Then before I could further question my 
sanity, Von gripped me tight and blew a loud raspberry into the 
vulnerable spot on my throat that was invented only to be treated 
nicely. “Fool! Never give a vampire full access to your neck! What 
do they teach you in those American schools?” He released me 
slowly, without too much twist to my spine as I giggled through my 
thrill that came fervently at his touch. 

Our laughter felt like breathing and tasted like the relief we both 
needed to wash in. I bathed in it, oh did I bathe. My levity was the 
release of too many bad days stacked on top of each other, 
threatening to turn into a bad year on me. 

But not if Von could help it. Despite everything he’d been 
through — being chained up, bled dry, lost his mind and slowly 
clawed his way back to sanity - Von was ever himself, and in that 
moment, I fully appreciated what a gift that was. 

“You got me good,” I admitted, enjoying the breadth of his 
laughter that could only bring happiness and never the sting of 
bitterness. He varied from Danny a great deal in that way, and for 
all of Danny’s dependable qualities, Von stole my heart with his 
loveable flaws. 

He’d been laughing as hard as me, his eyes crinkling at the 
corners in the best way. “I can tell you’ll have handsome old man 
wrinkles when gray hair creeps in on you. If this Reaper-Omen 
bond holds true, I might just be around to get to see that 


magnificence firsthand.” 

Von suddenly sobered, looking at me with a stern expression. 
“No.” His eyes bored into me, appearing to be sifting through too 
many responses to my simple compliment. “I’m temporary, 
November. It’s important you don’t forget that.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“T’ve resisted the transition thus far, but one day, something or 
other will prove to be too much. Make no mistake, it’s in my nature. 
I will turn someday.” He swallowed the lump in his throat. His gold 
eye and his blue were filled with regret. “I won’t grow to be an old 
man with wrinkles. Best enjoy the look of me now.” 

I gripped his hands tight, willing my stubborn nature to instill 
itself into him. “Not if I have anything to say about it. You’re not 
temporary, Von. You’re permanent. We’re permanent. I need you to 
believe that. I need you to keep trying.” I blinked up at him, scared 
of the words that tumbled out of me so easily. “I need you.” 

Von’s eyebrows drew together, his eyes unable to conceal how 
moved he was by my unswerving devotion. His expression shifted 
in the next blink, telling me that he didn’t believe the next words 
that came out of his mouth, but was saying them to indulge me. 
“Then you shall have me. However long I’m here, I’m yours.” 

The corner of my mouth lifted. I leaned up on my toes to touch 
his lips lightly with my fingertips, our noses barely a breath apart. 
Then I brushed a kiss to his pained expression to hold him in place. 
“Then I want you forever.” 

That same insecure look crossed his features again, 
overwhelmed by my commitment to our friendship. “Then I guess 
I'll be by your side a bit longer. I’ll stave off my pesky transition 
forever, then.” 

“That’s more like it.” I nodded, satisfied for the moment that 
Von was the same fighter I was. “We don’t give up on the things 
that matter.” 

Von cleared his throat. “On the phone out there? That was our 
first real fight.” 

“TI suppose it was.” 

“T admit, I really didn’t like it. Let’s never do that again, yeah?” 

I smiled up at him, taking in his sincerity that showed me that I 
was every bit as important to him as he was to me. “Well, if you say 
so.” 


Twenty-Four. 
Death by Carnival 


E.., was in quiet mode, and I wasn’t sure if that was 


a relief or if it made me more nervous as to what might 
come out of his mouth once he actually spoke. I 
relinquished my hold on Terence and consented to let 
Danny drive us in Ezra’s larger vehicle, leaving Mariang 
at home to spend the day with her father. 

When Finn spoke, it was with an edge. “Clearly you two don’t 
know how to manage your Omen, otherwise King Banak wouldn’t 
need a daily report. Now we’re going to an elementary school on 
her whim?” 

Von rolled his eyes. “Oh, you can’t help yourself. You just want 
to be where the action is.” 

I shrugged. “If I’m wrong, then we'll go to another hospital. 
Unclench, Finn. It’s just a thought. Big gathering place with lots of 
people. Can’t be too hard to see if there’s a person or two there who 
needs reaping.” 

“A person or two. You promised them twenty-four more hearts 
in the next two days!” Danny was irate, which is to say, business as 
usual. “You’re just doing this so Von can see that kid instead of 
working through the day.” 

I was sandwiched in between Von and Mason in the back. 
Mason kept his hand on my knee while Von had his arm linked 
through mine, keeping up a constant stream of pulling to push my 


stress level back to zero. 

I slumped against Mason, leaning into his side. He’d been sullen 
as we got ready, needing the occasional hug or reassuring arm 
squeeze whenever his mind fell to the fact that his inhuman 
strength was gone. He and Danny had done a round of calisthenics 
after breakfast so Mason didn’t feel totally emasculated. It was a 
gentle reminder that there was hope. Though he couldn’t fight off 
an army, he could sure as Sunday do some damage with a little 
determination. Danny was a good friend in that respect, coming 
alongside him and pushing toward action, as opposed to letting his 
friend flail in despair. 

I didn’t realize my eyes had closed until Danny barked back at 
us, “You’re pulling too hard! She'll be asleep by the time we get 
anywhere. October, wake up and pay attention.” 

Von retracted from me, but Mason only lowered the level of 
pull, keeping his hand on my knee and squeezing to let me know he 
was doing his best. “Sorry about that.” 

Danny’s eyes flicked back to us in the rearview mirror as he 
drove through town, passing businesses and nearing the school at 
the end of the street that had one of those weekend carnivals set up 
in the back. The Ferris wheel stretched high into the sky. The blue 
and red paint was faded in parts that looked important. I never had 
much confidence in the carnivals that were set up and torn down so 
frequently. Something about them made me not trust the nuts and 
bolts so much. When you’re dealing with a Ferris wheel, the nuts 
and bolts are kind of important. 

“Pay attention to your gut, kid,” Danny reminded me. “We can 
go back to the hospital, but if you just hit it yesterday, it won’t be 
as good today. If you feel something, shout it up here.” 

“T feel hungry!” Von called to the front. When Danny gave a 
labored sigh, Von shrugged. “What? You said to shout out what 
we're feeling.” 

“No one cares what you’re feeling, Von.” Then Danny started 
mumbling disparaging things under his breath about his brother. 

Though Von was my Puller, I felt the need to tug some of the 
negativity that was being thrown at him away. I tapped my shoe to 
his in solidarity, and he tapped mine back to let me know he didn’t 
care what Danny had to hurl at him. 

I didn’t expect to feel a yank in my gut before we’d even parked, 
but in the next second, my stomach was lurching toward the 


carnival behind Pemberton Elementary. “Whoa. Yeah, it’s here, 
alright. This is where we need to be.” I pointed toward the bustle of 
the carnival. While Danny wound through the rows of cars 
searching for a big enough space, my gut screamed at me. “Huh. It’s 
more than one person. I’ve never felt it this strong. Even at hospice 
where death is everywhere, it’s never been like this. How is...” I 
gulped when I looked at the potential death all around me. “Oh, 
man. Something bad, guys. Von, call Penny. Make sure she stays 
home today.” 

Von wasted no time calling Angela, a look of fear crossing his 
face when she didn’t pick up. “I’m sure it’s fine. Angela won’t follow 
through on her promise to take Penny to the carnival. I mean, she’s 
always doing that — promising and then flaking. Never thought I’d 
be praying for Angela to disappoint Penny yet again.” He had a 
clear note of anxiety in his voice and tried the number a second 
time. 

“How many bodies do you think?” Finn asked from the front 
passenger seat. 

My head slowly moved from left to right. “It doesn’t work like 
that, but a lot. Danny, this doesn’t feel right. Something bad’s about 
to happen here.” 

Danny parked on the grass, where several rows of drivers had 
given up trying to find a legit parking space and had made their 
own spots on the green. “Then let’s hurry. After they’re dead, 
they’re no use to us. If it’s going down soon, let’s run.” 

I nodded, feeling wrong reaping here. “Shouldn’t we warn 
someone? I mean, how set in stone is everything? If something’s 
going to go down here that'll kill a lot of people, shouldn’t we tell 
someone? Warn them? Somehow shut down the fair so they all 
have to go home?” 

Danny shook his head, unbuckling and getting out of the car. “It 
doesn’t work like that. Once a soul is ready to be reaped, it’s ready. 
Nothing to be done about it after that.” We slid out and started 
jogging together toward the fair, but it felt like we were running 
into a burning building in search of the smoldering bodies. I began 
to see the reason firemen got their own sexy calendar, and Omens 
did not. 

Von nearly shouted into the phone when Angela finally picked 
up. “Where are you?” He clutched his chest and finally started 
breathing with relief. “Okay. That’s good. Yes, stay at your mum’s 


for the weekend. Give Penny my love.” When Von hung up, he 
looked like he might cry with joy at not having Penny near the 
danger. I gripped his hand in solidarity. 

Danny and Finn fell back once we reached the crowded fair. The 
throngs of people were all excited to take their turns on the rickety 
rides. Each metal structure looked like a giant death trap now, with 
rusty monster-like beams and janky loose parts that groaned and 
creaked ominously. I wondered which would be the weakest link 
that destroyed too many people in one go. Or maybe there would 
be a hot dog vendor who served bad meat and killed everyone who 
ate the food you couldn’t help but smell everywhere. 

Fear gripped my insides as my gut pulled me toward a group of 
teen girls, each of them calling out to be reaped. I brushed past 
them, reaping four at once, taking in their souls faster than Von and 
Mason could tear them out of me. “Ho! Slow down, hani. We have 
to be able to keep up. You’re smaller and can weave through the 
crowds far easier than we can.” Mason rubbed his chest, feeling the 
life forces sizzling there as I reaped a middle-aged couple who were 
debating which ride they should spend their tickets on next, and 
who would get sicker than the other. 

I made my way through the crowd, my gut pulling me in too 
many directions to be able to pick just one. I lost my hold on Von 
and Mason, going where my instincts led, reaping as I went. The ice 
built in my veins more rapidly than it ever had before. I trusted that 
the guys would catch up, and kept going as long as my limbs had 
any range of motion at all. 

Danny caught up with me first, his hand on my shoulder 
retracting when he felt how freezing my body was becoming in so 
short a time. “You have to slow down, kid.” He put both hands on 
my shoulders and held me still while Von and Mason made their 
way to us with Finn. “We’ll get everyone we can, but you can’t reap 
more than one at a time. You’ll burn out in five minutes if you keep 
going like this.” 

I looked up into Danny’s brown eyes, panic growing more real 
with every person who passed by and practically handed me their 
soul. “Something bad’s going down here.” I felt another soul leap 
into me from someone that brushed up against my back, causing a 
shudder and a shiver to rip through my body. I was becoming too 
rigid for normal movement. 

“Stop reaping for one second!” Danny commanded, squeezing 


my shoulders and pulling as much stress as he could. We both knew 
he couldn’t take the souls from me, so he worked on the stress 
aspect instead. 

“Tm not doing it! They’re finding me now. Danny, I’ve already 
reaped fifteen.” More leapt into me as errant brushes transferred the 
icy balls of soul without my consent. Another touched me, and I 
nearly screamed at Von and Mason for taking so long. “Sixteen!” 
My nerves were on fire with ice that froze me from the inside. I 
couldn’t move my arms, but kept them banded around my stomach, 
as if that would stem the tug my gut felt to reap until I dropped. 
They would suffer. They would all suffer unless I granted them a 
peaceful death. It wasn’t about my pain of the moment anymore; I 
had to help the too many people who would die today at the 
carnival. My imagination did a solid conjuring of hundreds of fair- 
goers screaming and writhing in agony as they slowly died amidst 
the happy clown faces painted on the rides. I couldn’t let them go 
out like that. Panic married with my steely resolve, and I knew 
what I had to do. I would reap until I dropped, to save as many as I 
could from having their last moments be untold agony. 

My jaw locked from the ice in my veins, and wouldn’t permit me 
to move it even to answer Danny when he asked if I could feel his 
grip. His arms encircled me, and though I knew Danny wasn’t a 
warm guy, in the valley of my own personal frozen tundra, he was 
the sun that kept me from icing over completely. “What took you so 
long?” Danny demanded when Von and Mason found us. 

“She ran off! It’s not exactly easy to find people in this crowd.” 
Von and Mason each took an arm and started pulling, but it wasn’t 
enough. Danny moved out of the way, and Von took his place, 
wrapping his arms around me. When movement finally started 
reintroducing itself back to my limbs, I nearly let out a sob of relief. 
The ice had been painful, and as Mason closed in behind me, 
sandwiching me between my two Death Reapers, the warmth 
couldn’t come fast enough. Von lifted my arms and hooked them 
around his neck, supporting my weight as they pulled with 
probably a bit too much zeal. 

Finn watched our strange threesome and then looked around at 
the throngs of people. “Is that all of them then?” 

“No!” I moaned. “There’s so many more. I can’t keep up!” 

“How many more do you think you can do?” Finn asked, his 
hand touching the red silk scarf around his neck. 


I breathed more easily, now that the ice wasn’t penetrating my 
lungs. I kept picturing the hungry, bony children of Sakuna. I could 
make myself uncomfortable for a day or two for them. If it would 
fill their tiny bellies, I could take one for the team. “Lots. I can do 
lots more. As many as it takes.” It was with an edge of unswerving 
determination that I answered, his innocent question feeling like a 
dare I needed to prove to myself I could conquer. 

“Good girl.” Finn cupped my chin and tilted it up so he could 
examine my face. “Man, I love that fire in your eyes. I’ve always 
had a gift for spotting a good fighter.” 

Von batted Finn’s hand away from my face. 

“No,” Mason ruled, looking around at the crowd. “We're leaving 
now. If there’s this many, we’ll be lucky to get you out of here 
conscious. This was a bad idea.” 

Danny’s voice was quieter, but there was a planning note to it 
that made me pay attention. “Unless you really can do more than 
the average Reaper. This would be a good way to test it. Reap as 
many as you can before the buildup takes over.” He shrugged in 
innocence. “The guys can always pull everything out of you.” 

“You can’t be serious,” Von chided his brother. 

I met Von’s eyes with steel I knew he couldn’t bend with all the 
stubborn logic he had in him. While I didn’t relish the pain I was 
agreeing to, I put my chips where the biggest lotto was. “Danny’s 
right. We can clean up here. We can fuel the suns of Terraway for 
weeks. Think of all the kids that’ll be saved if we go on a tear.” 

“No,” Mason said, putting his foot down. “We’re going back to 
the car.” 

Danny’s voice stopped the guys in their tracks. “Do you think 
Mariang could actually get better if she had a few days off? Imagine 
how well she’d be if she had a week.” He dangled the possibility in 
front of me like a toy, and like a child, I followed the lure. 


Twenty-Five. 
Kamikaze Omen 


I cared about Mariang, and she’d been dealt a raw 


deal. If I could help her, shouldn’t I? “I guess we could 
push the limits a little. I mean, like you said, we don’t 
know what’s possible, and I have two Reapers. What’s a 
little pain if it might give Mariang a longer life? I can 
deal with pain. I don’t think any of us could deal if she 
died.” 

Danny nodded vigorously, exhibiting more personality than his 
usual Frankenstein monster demeanor had on display. “Right! It’s 
just a little discomfort, yeah? You can handle it. You’re tough.” 

Danny’s pep talk churned like vomit in my stomach. The words 
sounded like he was proud of me, but I knew it was a manipulation. 
His compliments tasted bitter. But I could see he wanted this so 
badly, he was willing to make up nice words out of thin air in order 
to get me to go along with his idea. “I mean, if it would help her 
live longer.” 

Von and Mason both whipped around to face me. Von was livid. 
“Are you joking right now? You see what he’s doing, right? He’s 
talking you up so he gets what he wants!” 

Mason stared at his friend with deep disapproval. “Danny, care a 
little bit about October. Care a little and you’ll see how dangerous 
what you’re asking her to do is.” 

We both knew Danny didn’t give a flying pancake about me, but 


I appreciated the show he put up on occasion. His contrite 
expression drew his lips to purse in contemplation. “Can’t you see 
it? Can’t you see her getting better if you do this? If you can give 
her more time to heal up, wouldn’t you want that?” 

The gleam in Finn’s emerald eyes told me he loved the thrill of 
the danger. He wanted a good show. “Oh, I think you can do more. 
You’re not nearly as tired as you were yesterday. They got that icy 
patch out of your spine, and you had two Pullers all night long. This 
is the day to try pushing yourself.” 

“Yeah, just think about it. We could have a whole week of her 
like how she used to be before she was so overworked. I can take 
her to the movies, take her anywhere. Anything, all thanks to you 
making yourself a little uncomfortable for one short day.” Danny 
reached out and touched my arm - the equivalent of begging. 
“Please? Do this for me? Then we’ll go straight home. It’s barely 
half a day of work this way.” 

Finn’s amused gaze fell on me. “I’m here to see the asset in 
action. I know this is a one-time event. Once the sagrado’s where it 
belongs, you can reap once a day, and that’s that. You won’t see 
nearly the wear and tear Mariang has.” He cast me a hint of a smile. 
“T wouldn’t dream of letting the fight in you die out completely, 
kendi. Let’s see what you’ve got.” 

“Piss off,” Von snarled. 

“Excuse me?” Finn’s head swiveled to Von. 

“You heard me.” Von jerked me tighter into his hug when he 
saw me considering Danny’s words, teetering back and forth 
between Mariang’s health and my safety. “Bugger off. Let’s get back 
in the car. This is dangerous. Mariang isn’t the only person who 
matters in this, Danny. You’re a lousy git for putting that on her.” 

I made eye contact with Danny, nodding just enough for him 
and Finn to see. Then my eyes flicked to Von and Mason, who I 
knew wouldn’t let me reap anymore. 

Danny lit up and nodded, letting me know he’d distract them so 
I could run off and do my thing. 

I tested my legs to make sure they could hold me well enough, 
and when Mason and Von were sidetracked by Finn’s point that we 
wouldn’t come by this opportunity again, I took my advantage. I 
ducked out from between the two and made a labored dash into the 
crowd, reaping three people in the first five seconds I liberated 
myself from my Reapers. Then another, then four more. I kept 


going, trying to amble faster than the ice could catch up with me. 
My limbs were stiff and screaming at me that something would 
break if I didn’t get the souls ripped out of me before taking on 
more, but even as I slowed to let Von and Mason catch up, people 
passing by added more to my stash. Each soul felt like I was being 
stabbed in the side, the poison building up in me like I’d swallowed 
a swarm of angry hornets. 

I tried not to feel the agony warring inside of me. All these 
people I was reaping were going to die, and the only thing I could 
offer them was a peaceful passing. I was determined to help as 
many as I could, and save Mariang in the process. 

“You can’t do this!” Mason growled, gripping me and nearly 
pulling me over. My body had no give anymore; I was a stiff board 
— too cold to move at all. Von and Mason sandwiched me again, 
pulling so hard and so fast that the heat tried to quiet the ice almost 
as quickly as it came. “You’ve met your quota, right? Am I counting 
it all? Between yesterday and today, that’s more than fifty. We’re 
going home.” 

“Can you do more?” Danny asked. 

Von spewed out a string of filthy expletives that made a nearby 
woman shout out an indignant scolding. 

“T don’t know. I mean, maybe. I’m not unconscious, so 
technically I probably could do one or two more.” I rubbed the back 
of my neck, which was sore and freezing. The cold was still in me, 
though not as paralyzing. It felt like I was being stabbed from the 
inside by a thousand tiny needles, making each movement painful 
enough to make me bite down on my lower lip to keep it from 
trembling. 

But it was just pain, and I could handle that. The kids in 
Terraway had to live with the pain of hunger every day. This was 
just needles in my veins. 

“We’re leaving.” Mason was disgusted at Danny and frustrated 
with me. He tugged the last life force from me and pulled a little 
extra to take the residual crap away. The needles were still there, 
jabbing at me and making me try my best to swallow a whine of 
pain. Mason all but growled at Danny. “If something’s going down 
here, we have to leave before it kills us!” 

Danny and Finn exchanged determined looks, communicating a 
plan they didn't need words for. That was the only warning. 
Suddenly Danny jumped on Mason, knocking him away from me, 


and Finn tackled Von to the ground. “Run toward the car and get as 
many as you can! We'll meet you there. Go!” Danny shouted, 
wrestling Mason, who was still unsure of his strength, and was 
therefore not adept at using what he’d been left with. It was the 
worst kind of betrayal Danny could’ve done to his best friend, 
hitting him where he was vulnerable. 

“Stop it, Danny!” I shouted, not willing to go along with a plan 
that hurt Mason and Von. This was one too far for me. 

“Go, or Pll break his arm!” Danny threatened, pulling Mason’s 
arm back ominously. “Ill set him free the second you start reaping.” 

I tried to punch Finn, but my fist was slow and unsteady. He 
deflected me embarrassingly easy and went back to wrestling Von. 

The people bumped into me, and I reaped them without 
meaning to. A few onlookers came to watch the fight, crowding me 
and forfeiting their souls without even knowing it. The agony of the 
ice flooded me as the people gathered around the fight, edging my 
rigid body out and pushing me farther away from the only two 
people who could help me. I collected more than a dozen souls in 
the span of a minute before I couldn’t feel my feet anymore. I tried 
to get back to the guys, but I couldn’t see them. I could hear Von 
howling and Mason calling my name. 

When I finally caught sight of Von’s face, it was red and 
panicked. I gasped when Finn delivered a punch to Von’s gut. I tried 
to run to him, but I couldn’t move. I had to watch while my best 
friend’s punches weren’t on the mark, and Finn’s were. “No! Stop 
it!” Danny released Mason, but instead of running to find me, 
Mason jumped on Finn, tearing him off of Von, who spat blood on 
the ground. 

As I tried to get to them, it seemed almost every person I 
brushed up against needed reaping, and the pile of souls inside of 
me multiplied before I could get a handle on it all. The snow storm 
of ice and needles swirled up in me, squeezing out a loud scream 
before my throat iced over. I stumbled a few more steps when the 
crowd knocked into me, reaping four more that put me over my 
breaking point. The cold reached my brain, and I tripped, taking the 
corroding souls with me as I plummeted to the ground. 

I lay there, frozen and immobile while the kind Samaritans 
stopped to see if I was okay. I reaped them without meaning to. 
Two people stepped over me, and I reaped them without trying 
when their feet snagged on my legs as I became human roadkill. 


Now my Reapers couldn’t see me, and the buildup was too much. I 
could feel the ice in my bones now, setting in and feeling like a 
thousand knives jutting out of my skin, slicing over and over while I 
silently screamed. More people stopped, and I reaped them. Over 
and over until I lost count. I lost lucidity. I lost the will to fight my 
way to Von. 

My last labored breath drew into my lungs, which were now too 
stiff to move. My life began flashing through my mind’s eye as 
panic gave way to the inevitability that I needed air to live, and I 
couldn’t get to any. 

I saw Ollie when he was younger, putting on a puppet show 
with Allie for me using mismatched old socks that had too many 
holes to be useful. 

I saw Bev sitting across the table at a dinner I remembered from 
ages ago. She’d taken me to a nice restaurant for my eighth 
birthday. I’d worn my best sweater and Allie had done my hair to 
look fancy. I’d been so excited. I didn’t realize Bev would charm the 
waiter into overserving her, she’d get stinking drunk, and we’d have 
to run out of the restaurant before the check came. I didn’t realize 
she would beat on me when I tried to take away the fishbowl 
margarita she’d stolen and taken with her into the car. I’d jumped 
out of the car at a red light, too scared of her swerving to trust her 
to drive me home safely. I always blamed myself, even in what I 
assumed would be my last moment on earth, for not managing to 
snake her keys away from her. She could’ve killed someone, and I 
would’ve carried the guilt, since she wasn’t capable of that emotion. 
I’d walked six miles home with a bloody lip on my eighth birthday, 
my fancy hairstyle ruined. I stopped believing in the magic of fancy 
hairstyles after that, and stuck to ponytails, buns and the like. I 
learned at eight years old that being pretty for a day means nothing 
in the long run. 

I chided myself on what a crappy job I was doing of picking the 
right memories to dwell on before I suffocated and died. Maybe I 
would get it right in the next life, wherever that might be. Maybe I 
would just stop existing, and the cracked memories of a childhood I 
never chose would fade away into nothingness. 

I decided that would be alright, if it would finally take the pain 
away. 


Twenty-Six. 
The Pain and the 
Hunger 


I awoke to yelling, which I’ve got to say, isn’t the best 


way to wake up. Effective, but not the best. “I don’t 
know how to help you! I’m pulling as fast as I can!” 
Mason bellowed over the screams. 

Then it dawned on me; the yelling was coming from my mouth, 
and the screams of agony belonged to me. A thousand miniature 
knives felt like they were being pressed into my body all over, 
ripping and slicing through laughably thin epidermis that shredded 
like tissue and left my guts exposed. 

When I opened my eyes, I wasn’t bleeding at all. There were no 
knives, only the feel of them. We were in Ezra’s SUV, and I was laid 
out in the backseat, stretched across Von and Mason’s laps. I 
couldn’t stop my screaming; it came out of me unbidden in response 
to the torment I could feel moving through my bones. It felt like 
tiny jagged balls of glass that damaged and mutilated as they slid 
through me like a pinball machine. 

“We have to bliss her out!” Mason bellowed through the car in a 
volume that felt like it pierced my eardrums. 

“No!” Danny called from the driver’s seat, turning too sharp and 
making the guys grip the car doors. “You do that and we won’t 
know when all the life souls are cleared. After they’re gone, she 
might need medical attention, and we won’t be able to ask what’s 


still broken. Keep her on the edge, but don’t bliss her out. Damn 
this traffic! It’s all going toward Ezra’s.” 

“Her house, then,” Von suggested. “Turn around and head there. 
There’s nothing slowing down the cars going the other way.” 

Danny barely heard Von over my screaming, but he obeyed. 
Movement was slowly coming back to my limbs, but it only gave 
them license to thrash around to rid my body of the serrated 
freezing fire that tortured my insides. I kicked Mason without 
meaning to, not even able to apologize properly. He banded his 
arms around my legs while Von hugged my upper half to pin my 
flailing arms to my sides. I howled my pain at the simple touch that 
pressed the knives further into my bones, but was unable to 
communicate actual words. 

Finn was white as he watched me from the front passenger’s 
seat. He turned in horror to see every detail of the depths of what 
too much reaping did to an Omen. We both got a solid education 
that day. 

Danny drove toward my house at breakneck speed while my 
body acted like it was being burned by an invisible fire. I twisted as 
I screamed, too beside myself with pain to even let loose a single 
tear. Mason and Von kept up a steady stream of pulling, pausing 
only to shout up to the front seat how selfish and stupid Danny and 
Finn had been to let me run off and reap till I dropped. 

It was a long drive to my house, and half an hour in, my 
incoherent screaming had dulled to a hoarse, “Make it stop! Make it 
stop!” I’d been in a fair few fights that had gotten out of hand and 
left enough bruising to make things sore the next morning, but this 
was active torture from the inside. The more the guys pulled, the 
more lucid I became. I was caught in this space between being 
given back brain function, which was good, but the only thing my 
brain wanted to do was shut down to short-circuit the pain. All I 
could feel was a bucket full of agony, and I had too much of it for 
one person to take. 

Danny drove too fast, but I didn’t care. I wanted to go home, for 
surely if I was in my house, it wouldn’t feel like this. The simple act 
of walking through the door would take away the things I couldn’t 
control and give me back skin that wasn’t being grated by invisible 
saw-toothed knives. 

“Danny? Danny! I have to eat something soon. I don’t think I 
can make it to her house. I’ve never pulled this much at once 


before, and it’s...” Von had a note of panic to him. He started 
tensing and squirming beneath me, throwing his head back to bang 
it against the seat. “I need food now, or I won’t be able to resist her 
blood. I can smell it!” 

“Ts she cut or something?” 

“No, but her blood’s heating up, and it’s all... I need food now! I 
need blood!” 

“Stop pulling from her until I can exit at the next fast food 
place.” Danny squinted as he watched the signs on the side of the 
freeway. “There! Okay, hold on just another few minutes.” 

I heard a handful of emergency vehicles going the other way. 
My stomach sank when I realized they might be headed for the 
carnival we’d just left. Something big had happened, though I 
couldn’t guess what. 

Von was breathing through his teeth, hissing and trying not to 
look at me as he took his hands off my torso and started clawing at 
the roof of my car. “I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I can’t control it! Her 
blood, Danny! I remember how it tastes. I can’t stop myself. Pull 
over! Pull over now! I’m going to bite her! Let me find an animal or 
something!” 

A handful of seconds after Von stopped pulling the corroded 
souls from me, the knives I was trying to breathe through lit 
themselves on fire, ramping up my sweaty whimpers back to full- 
blown screaming. Von raised my upper half off his lap and all but 
shoved me at Mason. Each movement was so painful, I couldn’t 
process language enough to tell him to stop. I started convulsing in 
Mason’s arms, my body spasming with too much going wrong to 
right myself on my own. My body needed both Reapers, and when 
it was granted just the one, the howling torture was ramped up to 
full heights. 

“T’ve got you!” Mason growled, wrestling me in the backseat that 
was too small for his long, thick leg muscles. He pulled the souls 
from me as well as he could, but it wasn’t enough. He couldn’t keep 
up at a rate that dulled the pain even a little bit. Though Von had 
been the one to push me off of him and onto Mason, he still 
hovered, his mouth open and inching toward me hungrily, as if I 
was a giant donut that desperately needed biting. 

Finn flew toward us from the front passenger’s seat, his hand on 
Von’s chest to remind Von of the distance he needed to keep from 
me. “Wait it out. You do this, and it’s all over. If you drain her, you 


lose your job, your girlfriend and yourself. Fight it!” 

Von strained against Finn’s arm, craning his neck to reach mine 
so he could bite down into my flesh. If the pain I was in hadn’t been 
so forget-your-name blinding, I would’ve had several things to say 
about the whole situation. As it was, I just kept screaming, since it 
seemed language had left me. 

Danny was beside himself trying to manage the chaos from the 
driver’s seat. He pulled over onto the side of the freeway and ripped 
the backdoor open, yanking Von out seconds before he bit down 
into my skin. “You can’t bite her, but you can bite me!” Danny 
offered, clutching his brother in a bear hug on the side of the road 
that looked equally emotional and aggressive. 

Von’s cry of self-loathing broke my heart. “I’m sorry!” he wailed 
just before he bit down on Danny’s neck. Danny grimaced, but held 
onto Von, gripping him with strong arms that banded around his 
back. 

“Easy, brother. Easy.” Danny pried one arm from his brother and 
used it to brace himself on the car door. “It’s my fault. I’m the one 
who pushed her to reap that much. I didn’t think it through.” His 
eyelids started to droop after a minute of Von sucking blood from 
two puncture wounds on his neck. “Okay, that’s enough. It’s too 
much, Von.” He started to grow nervous, his voice climbing in 
pitch. “Stop, Von!” 


Twenty-Seven. 
Insatiable 


E.., was on the two in the next second, firmly 


extracting Von from his meal. He lowered Danny down 
into the driver’s seat and dragged a shaking Von to the 
front passenger’s seat so he could take a breather from 
being so close to the temptation of my blood. “Here you 
are. Sit tight, and we'll be on our way to real food, so 
your brother doesn’t have to be your whole meal.” Finn 
observed Von’s sweaty form and shook his head in 
dismay. “Doesn’t look like your snack did you much 
good. But at least it bought you enough time to get you 
to a restaurant.” 

The cars whipped by, not having paid any mind to the brothers 
who’d been hugging it out on the side of the road. They didn’t 
notice Finn slipping into the backseat with Mason and me. 
Everyone went about their day as if nothing abnormal was 
interrupting their lunchbreak. Finn took my legs and moved them 
to drape across his lap, wincing at the ice in my skin he’d not been 
expecting. He held onto my shoes when my amped up howls 
informed the men that touching my skin at all caused me untold 
amounts of torment. 

Danny was slumped in his seat, but had just enough in him to 
coast the car forward on the shoulder and putter to the nearest exit. 


When he pulled into the parking lot of a crappy fast food joint, he 
sighed with a breath of victory at the hill he climbed. He turned off 
the ignition, taking his wallet out of his back pocket and handing it 
to Finn. While Finn was totally out of his element, he was the 
healthiest one among us at the moment. “Grab as much food as you 
can carry and bring it back here. I need a minute.” Danny had 
napkins from the glove compartment shoved to his neck. His breath 
was labored and he was paler than looked passable. 

When Finn hesitated at my ramped up screams, Mason nodded 
him toward the door. “Go quickly. I can keep Von away from her. 
Just hurry. I’m not a vampire, but part of me is a wolf. If I turn, 
there’s no telling who I won’t attack for quick meal.” He let out a 
whine of distress into my hair. “I’m fighting it, but it’s coming. Go!” 

Once Finn was gone, Mason smoothed the stray hairs from my 
forehead, holding me tight on his lap, as if nothing shady had ever 
happened between us. “Is the pain going down at all?” he asked as I 
seethed through my teeth when my voice tired from all the 
screaming. Shaking my head hurt, but I couldn’t form words, so it 
was my only option. “I’m pulling, hani. I’m going as fast as I can.” 
Both his and Von’s stomachs rumbled in a rolling thunder that kept 
going. Mason let out a loud cry, and I could hear his distress, his 
pain that I’d caused by considering Danny’s cracked-out plan 
instead of going straight to the car. 

It took exactly a hundred years for Finn to come back with 
several armloads of food. Von snatched at the nearest burger, 
chewing barely as much as was needed to choke the thing down. 
Mason let out an animalistic growl at the meat, warning us he was 
on the brink of transitioning, and that it wouldn’t be pretty. 
“There’s plenty for all of you, so keep going.” Finn passed an orange 
drink up to Danny, who clutched it with clammy and weak fingers. 

The boys made gratuitous noises of gluttonous bliss, tearing 
through the meals that were meant to feed several families. It 
wasn’t until tears started streaming down my face and I couldn’t 
hold back my screams any longer that Mason divorced his gaze 
from his burgers and remembered what he was supposed to be 
doing. “Oh, I’m sorry. I know I’m not pulling as hard as I should.” 

Finn snatched away Mason’s burger, a rare bit of personality 
showing through the cracks of his military boss perfection. “You can 
take a break from eating to pull some of this from her! Von, are you 
sane enough to switch yet? She’s barely holding it together back 


here.” 

Von plowed through another burger as he got out and traded 
places with Finn. The feeling of one Reaper tugging the atrophying 
life forces out of me was like a mild pain reliever when I needed 
anesthesia. When Von added his efforts, I was able to breathe 
through the pain that seemed never ending. 

Von snarled toward the front of the car. “For the record, this is 
all on you and Danny. We’re cleaning up the mess as well as we 
can. But every scream’s on the two of you. I hope it haunts you. I 
hope it’s all you hear when you try to close your eyes tonight.” 

“You'll watch your tone, half-vamp.” Finn wasn’t a fan of 
correction. 

Von wasn’t a fan of Finn. “You'll watch your neck around me, 
and your back around Mason. You’re not in Dagat anymore.” 

I leaned forward and screamed into Mason’s neck, praying that 
the fighting and the agony would come to an end. 


Twenty-Eight. 
Make it Better 


B, the time Danny took the exit to my house from 


the freeway, the pain was only excruciating, which was 
a far sight better than it had been in the beginning. I 
could speak a little and keep it to a quiet bleat through 
the worst parts, which were all when I was bumped or 
moved. My torment was kept private after I regained 
enough of myself to be able to form a whole sentence 
worth of thought. My misery was contained to silent 
crying into Mason’s thick, hairy neck. “It’s alright, I can 
fix it,” he assured me, though we both knew he was 
lying. 

I bit down on his neck to muffle my scream when Danny hit a 
pothole that jarred my bones. I let my tears fall down his back and 
into his black t-shirt. 

“Who’s car is that?” Finn asked as Danny turned off the engine. 

I glanced at the car and groaned. “Oh, no. It’s a rental. Ollie’s 
here! He can’t see you guys. He can’t see me like this.” 

Mason handed me off to Von. Gentle as he was with my body, 
each movement felt like my bones were being ripped from their 
sockets. I bit my lip, distracted from the torture only when Mason 
transformed into his wolf body right next to us, shaking off his 
clothes to the floor. 


Danny hung his head in defeat. “Did you know Ollie was coming 
home?” 

“No, and I just talked to him this morning.” I whined through a 
torrent of pain that was so cold, it burned my insides, if that makes 
any sense. 

“Tll take care of it. If he sees you like this,” Danny looked over 
his shoulder at my splotchy face that was wet with tears, and 
grimaced. “He’ll go out of his mind. Any chance you can look... not 
like that?” 

I wanted to leap into the front seat and beat on Danny, but I 
couldn’t move without screaming. Mason growled at Danny for me, 
which I appreciated. 

Ollie busted out of the front door, his worry face on high alert. 
“October? Is that...” His eyes fell on me in the backseat, limp in 
Von’s arms. “Get your filthy perv hands off my sister! What did you 
do to her?” Ollie ran around to my door and ripped it open, yanking 
me out of Von’s arms. 

The knives sliced into me at the separation from both my 
Reapers, terrifying my slowly numbing nerves into full-on action 
again. My scream could no doubt be heard for miles, if not whole 
continents. I’m pretty sure the midafternoon clouds shading the sun 
from shining down on my pain heard my plight and sent me a 
sympathetic “oh, girl” chuck on the shoulder. 

Ollie was startled and lowered me to the concrete. “October, 
what’s wrong? Is something broken?” His tone changed from fear to 
fury. “You! I knew you were no good! What did you do to my 
sister?” He whirled on Von, who knelt on the pavement at my side, 
his hands working to dull the endless abyss of agony. Mason 
hopped down from the car on all fours and laid against my other 
side, doubling the opiate that kept me from losing my mind. 

“Let’s get you inside, Peach.” 

Ollie was confused, but knew where he wanted to direct his 
anger that could turn volatile on a dime. “Touch my sister and die.” 

“As jolly as that sounds, I’m the only thing keeping your sister 
together right now. Danny can explain everything, but not here.” 
Von’s arms were careful as they tucked under my back and beneath 
my legs. He lifted me fluidly, but unfortunately nothing was 
seamless. I bit my lower lip through a scream, my skin sweaty. “I 
know, love. I know it hurts.” When Ollie stood in his way, Von 
lowered his voice in a threat. “Let me lay her down first. Duke it 


out with Danny. See if you can knock some sense into him. Not all 
brothers care about others the way you do. This one’s on him.” 

Mason ran ahead through the door Danny opened with a somber 
expression. My wolf scampered to my bedroom and pulled back the 
covers so I had a soft place ready for me to lay. 

Ollie didn’t know where to direct his anger anymore. Poor guy 
was completely in the dark, and I’d been the one to keep him there. 
Now he would know everything, and I wasn’t sure if I should be 
scared or relieved. Ollie’s fists were clenched as he spoke through 
his teeth to Von. “Get out of my sister’s bedroom. I’m here. I’ll take 
her to the hospital now.” 

Von kicked off his shoes, flipping his middle fingers to Ollie and 
Danny, who stood in the entrance of my room, unsure where they 
should be. “Danny, get him out. Mason and I can clean up the mess 
you made.” He pointed his middle finger at Danny. “Sure, I’m the 
screw-up, but you did this. Never forget today. You jeopardized the 
whole kingdom and nearly got the strongest Omen killed. You'll be 
lucky if we can get her to zero at all today. Keep the food coming 
and have fun breaking The Truth is Out There to the only brother 
who’s more clueless than you. Then you'll call Ezra and tell him all 
you’ve done.” 

Von tried not to move my legs at all as he untied my shoes. He 
snapped his fingers at Mason. “Up you get, Mason.” He waited until 
Mason was snuggled into my side before taking off my shoes, 
ensuring I was sedated enough to get through the simple task that 
jarred every bone in my leg. 

“You'll not undress my sister,” Ollie fumed. 

Von pulled a cigar out of his backpack and cast me an apologetic 
look as he slowly turned it to give it an even burn on the tip with 
his gold lighter. He puffed out a mouthful of smoke, and I knew all 
the pulling was making him hungry again. “Look, not for nothing, 
but don’t tell me what to do. I know every bit of subterfuge 
November’s been up to for the last couple months, and you don’t.” 
He puffed again, ignoring my glare that came with gritted teeth and 
muscles so tense, I wasn’t sure they’d ever relax. “I’m not pleasant 
when I’m irritated. Far more charming when I’m being told how 
amazing I am. Now Danny, be a love and fetch me something to use 
as an ashtray so I don’t give my darling a conniption.” When they 
didn’t move, Von bared his fangs at his brother. “Don’t make me 
ask twice.” 


Ollie took a wary step back, figuring he might not know 
everything about the situation unfolding before him. 

Danny narrowed his eyes at Von, but knew he had to take 
whatever cockiness was thrown his way. Once he closed the door, 
Von lowered himself to the bed, toeing off his socks and climbing in 
next to me. The second his hand reached over me to rub my arm, 
the pain decreased from pure torture to just really bad. I could 
handle really bad pain just fine. I melted into him, letting the tears 
run down my cheeks now that it was just the two of us. Well, plus 
Mason. For some reason I didn’t hesitate so much around wolf 
Mason. It felt like having a dog who loved you for all the things you 
were to him, even if they weren’t true or all that impressive. 

Von rolled me onto my side, shushing me through the searing 
that made me bite off a whimper I hated myself for. He draped my 
arm around his neck and wrapped me in a one-armed hug I loved 
him for, while Mason leaned against my back. “More contact means 
we can pull it all out of you better.” He kissed my wet eyelashes 
when my eyes squinched shut through a shudder. “I can make it 
better.” 

“Mm-hm.” My voice was pinched and unable to conceal the pain 
I refused to scream about anymore. “V-Von?” 

“Yeah, love?” He took a puff of his cigar and blew it away from 
us, but the sweet smell still landed on me. I could only hope he 
didn’t ruin my perfectly white carpet with the ashes. 

“T n-need you to bliss me out. Please, Von. I c-can’t feel this. 
Hurts... too... much.” 

He paused a few seconds. “Call me your big, strong, sexy man.” 

I ignored Mason’s low throat growl. I would’ve called Von 
Mayor McCheese if that would’ve sped things along. “You’re my b- 
big, strong, sexy man.” 

He drew his mouth to the side. “Huh. I thought that would’ve 
done it for me, but still no.” He kissed my cheek. “See, if you bliss 
out, then you can’t tell us when the souls are completely gone, or if 
you’ve still got something swimming around in you. The only way 
we'd be able to tell is to look for your skin turning translucent in 
parts, like Mariang’s.” He kissed my other cheek and then brushed 
his nose back and forth across mine. “As much as I’d love to get you 
good and naked so I can stare at your peachy skin, I prefer my 
women conscious. Old fashioned, I guess.” He puffed his cigar 
through my sobs of defeat. “Hold tight, November. It’s you and me 


till the end, remember? I’m right here, and I’m not going 
anywhere.” 


Twenty-Nine. 
Flirting with 
Disaster 


D... came back in with a cereal bowl for Von to 


use as his ash tray. “Pizza will be here in twenty. Can 
you wait until then?” 

Mason stood up on all fours on the bed, shaking his head and 
jumping off the mattress. He scampered out the door, no doubt to 
raid the refrigerator or chase a few squirrels. The second he broke 
contact with me, the pain ramped up again, but I found I could 
breathe through it as my body writhed against Von’s. 

“How about you, Von? Can you hold on until then, or do you 
need more blood?” 

Von groaned. “Oh, don’t say blood. I’m alright. I can make it 
fine until the pizza comes. How’s Ollie handling the whole thing?” 

“Bad? How’s one supposed to take something like this?” Danny 
shrugged. “Finn’s giving him the breakdown of the different 
countries in Terraway. It’s a geography lesson at best right now. 
He’s not gotten into October’s role in all of it yet. Expect a lot of 
yelling when that happens.” 

Von moved the cereal bowl to the other side of my head on the 
pillow so he could keep his arm around me. “I'll be simply waiting 
on the edge of my seat.” He took a puff and turned to blow the 
smoke in Danny’s direction. “I’m surprised you’re sticking around to 
do damage control on the mess you made for us. I expected you to 


be off honeymooning with Mariang by now. This is what you 
wanted, isn’t it? November barely able to lift her head, screaming in 
pain so that Mariang can go to the prom with you?” 

“Sod off. You know I didn’t want this. I didn’t know it was even 
possible to reap that many in a day. It was an experiment gone 
wrong.” 

“Yes. An experiment you never would’ve risked with Mariang. 
You threw October away, Danny.” Von’s upper lip curled at his 
brother as he clutched me through a quiet sob that rose up in me at 
Von’s choice of words. “You disgust me. Clean up the mess you 
made with Ollie and get out. You and Finn both. Don’t let me see 
his smug mug again until we have to go back to Terraway.” 

Danny shoved his hands into his jeans pockets and stared down 
at his shoes. “October? I’m real sorry. I didn’t—” 

“No!” Von snapped, flashing his fangs at Danny. “You don’t get 
to apologize for something like this. Not to her, not to me and not 
to Mason. Go take your self-loathing to Mariang and bed her the 
way you’ve been missing it. This is exactly what you wanted.” 

Danny’s face hardened, but he wasn’t the type to defend himself. 
He wasn’t usually wrong. He watched the tears fall down my face 
with something that looked like regret while I cried silently in Von’s 
arms. “Whatever you think of me, I am sorry. I'll stay with Ollie 
until he understands everything. I'll make sure he doesn’t bother 
you with questions until you’re ready for it. ’ll keep the food 
coming for the guys. Then I'll go home.” He rubbed the back of his 
neck. “I’ve got to ask how you knew there’d be so many bodies to 
reap at the carnival. You suggested the place before we were close 
enough for you to feel any sort of pull.” 

“Lucky guess,” I worked out through gritted teeth. It was a valid 
question, and one that scared me. How did Philip know? Philip was 
a figment of my imagination. How did he know something I didn’t? 

“Well, ’'ve been watching the news, and there was a terrorist 
bombing at the carnival. They’re still counting the casualties.” 

I gasped and Von clutched me tighter. He all but barked at 
Danny, “Do you think adding more stress is helping anyone right 
now? Save the details for another day, Danny. Out you go.” 

I buried my face in Von’s neck as soon as Danny shut the door 
behind him. A few of the faces of the people I’d reaped flashed 
before me in various stages of bloodied and blown apart. I let out 
my grief over all the terrible things in the world into Von’s skin, 


shuddering and wetting his collar with my tears that had no end in 
sight. “It hurts! It hurts,” I whispered, confessing my weakness to 
the one person I trusted enough to be careful with my vulnerability. 

“T suppose this is a bad time to tell you that you shouldn’t have 
hesitated when I told you we were done for the day.” 

“Bad time,” I agreed, calming a little when he rubbed my back. 
His leg draped over my thigh, pulling my knee between his as we 
enveloped ourselves in each other, soaking in the comfort that felt 
intimate behind closed doors. “Finn hit you!” I wailed. “I c-couldn’t 
get to you. I just stood there and watched it all happen while my 
body froze over.” 

“Not the first time I’ve taken a punch from him, the fishy 
bastard.” 

“T was so scared for you! You can’t get hurt, do you hear me? 
That k-killed me!” 

Von paused, his cigar in his teeth as he studied my distraught 
face. “You really were scared, weren’t you? Scared for me while you 
were on death’s door.” 

“You’re my treasure,” I said meekly. The second the words were 
out of my mouth, I wished for better ones. Less embarrassing ones. 
“Oh, forget I said that. So dorky.” 

Von was at a loss, which thankfully meant he didn’t say 
anything to call me out on my overemotional response. He ramped 
up the pulling, and my shoulders started to droop. “I think I might 
like dorky.” We looked into each other’s eyes, saying too many 
things we shouldn’t have even let our eyeballs converse about. 

“Tm sorry you got punched,” I offered, swallowing the strange 
feeling that tried to introduce itself to me. I batted it away, certain 
my emotions were off because of the almost dying and the whole 
nature of the job thing. “Where’d he get you? Does it still hurt?” 

Von rested his cigar in the bowl behind me and reached his 
hand between our bodies. “It’s not so bad.” His fingers snuck under 
the hem of my shirt to thumb my navel, making my stomach go 
concave. My body thrilled at the sexy touch I could feel above the 
icy stabbing that was finally starting to dull. “He got me right here.” 

“Here?” I reached my hand between our pressed together bodies 
and dragged my knuckles up and down over his abdomen, tracing 
the dip when he sucked in his stomach with a lusty hiss. “Does it 
feel better now?” I worked out in a whisper, unsure of what I was 
doing, or the madness that drove me there. I could feel the second 


the goosebumps erupted on his skin, his grip on my back tightening 
as his whole body responded to my simple touch. 

“Oh, keep doing that,” he breathed, his hips moving against 
mine in a seduction that was entirely new to me, but one he was 
well-versed in. 

“Does it still hurt?” I traced a circle around his navel, thumbing 
the light smattering of hair that trailed downward and disappeared 
below the waistline of his jeans. 

“Easy, baby.” Von shifted against me, throwing his head back as 
we held each other. “Oh, you’re driving me mad! It’s been too long 
since I’ve had sex. Or blood.” 

I pulled my hand away from him and leaned back to give him a 
few inches of breathing room. “Sorry about that. You alright?” I 
wiped the tears from my face, finally calm enough to compose 
myself. 

His heavy breathing started evening out as he kept up a high 
dosage of pulling to mute a little of my pain. “Blood and sex, that’s 
what I need right now, and I won’t be getting either from you, you 
little strumpet.” 

I clumsily palmed his face and chuckled as I came down from 
the tease neither of us had a right to indulge in. “You should write 
Christmas cards. That was downright poetic.” 

He took another puff of his cigar and then rested the brown stick 
in the bowl. Von took my hand and slid it across his face, drawing 
out a hiss from me when his tongue laved over the inside of my 
wrist. The pain went down another notch to make room for the 
unbidden pleasure. Now it was my turn to erupt in goosebumps. 

“Your blood... Mm. I can still remember the taste. I don’t care 
about the different kinds of wine, but blood? There’s a difference 
between someone from Terraway and a pureblood human. 
Terraway’s overly salty, humans are far too sweet. But you? A 
mix?” He inhaled my skin, his lashes fluttering as his eyes rolled 
back. “I wish you were anyone else. I wish you were ugly and mean 
and selfish. Then I could work out some kind of logic where you 
didn’t smell so delicious to me. If you were haggard and covered in 
warts, I could resist you on lack of package appeal.” 

“T can work on getting some warts. I’ve already got the haggard 
thing down,” I said of my bedraggled state. 

“Not haggard. Captivating.” Von dragged his lips over to my ear, 
making my back arch and my body slide against his in unladylike 


ways that were all primal instinct. I couldn’t feel the needles. I 
couldn’t feel the cold. I was on fire, and all I could feel was Von. 

Von’s lips tugging on my earlobe. 

Von’s lips sucking on my jaw. 

Von’s hips grinding into mine while my knees parted and 
trembled. 

Von’s lips dragging down the slope until they puckered the skin 
at the juncture of my shoulder and my neck. I was utterly twisting 
in the sheets beneath him as he tortured my neck like only the best 
vampires knew how to do. “I can almost taste you,” he murmured, 
tugging my skin with his lips just to hear me moan. “Delicious.” 

I let out a gratuitous soft whimper of longing I couldn’t keep 
inside anymore. 


Thirty. 
See What you Won’t 
Do 


I was writhing beneath Von’s lithe body when he 


froze. “I... we...” He extracted his lips from my neck, 
suddenly scared and apologetic from his position atop 
me. “I don’t know what I’m doing. It’s been an off day 
all around. I’m... I should not have done that.” 

“If you don’t want me to feel all the... you know, then you 
probably should stop sucking on my neck. Vampire stuff aside, you 
know it makes me... And we’re not.” I’m pretty sure that was the 
point my cheeks turned the brightest shade of crimson. “I shouldn’t 
have touched your stomach like that. This one’s on me. Sorry, Von.” 

Von leaned down and kissed my cheek. “Let me go outside and 
take a breather. When I come back in, we'll start over with 
something very platonic, like farting or belching contests.” 

I cast him a dubious look. “I feel like you don’t know many 
women youre not sleeping with.” 

He batted his hand at me. “Oh, you.” 

The pain ramped up when we broke contact for the briefest of 
seconds, going from almost a two to a solid seven. “Ah!” ’'d been so 
distracted by the Von of it all that ’'d forgotten the true purpose 
behind our entwined bodies. That’s the thing about a really sexy 
vampire. 

Von came back to himself, scooping me up in his arms and 


calling for Danny. When Danny ran in, Von’s tone was sharp. “Get 
me something to eat before I bite into her.” 

Danny bolted out of the room and came back a few seconds later 
with a box of cereal Von looked insulted by. “What? It’ll tide you 
over until the pizza gets here. Then Mason will come back to help 
you.” 

Von dug his fist into the box of off-brand cereal and shoved as 
much as he could into his mouth, getting crumbs in the bed. Luckily 
this distracted me a fair amount from my aching bones. I didn’t 
allow food in my room, least of all food that made crumbs. I made a 
mental list of all the things I’d have to do when I felt better to get 
my room back to what it should be. 

I expected Danny to leave, but he leaned against the wall near 
my window and crossed his arms over his chest. “Ezra’s on his way 
over to help with Ollie.” He hung his head. “Lang’s here. Showed up 
with Ruiz and Klark. Lang wanted to check how close she was to 
reaching her goal to see if we could start the trek early.” 

Von glared at Danny. “You go tell them you’re the reason she 
won’t be going anywhere today, and why she’ll be taking the day 
off to rest and be a person tomorrow. We'll leave as scheduled, if 
she’s better by then. She’ll not be bullied by you or the council.” 

Danny ran his hands over his face, tired from the half day we’d 
survived, and weary from his life that was spent always on guard. 
“October, can I get you anything?” 

“Percocet?” I asked, only half joking. “Hammer to the head?” 

“I wish I could get you something like that. But Von and Mason 
have to get you back down. If medicine dulls anything, then they 
won’t know if the corroded souls are totally gone. It could really 
hurt you if they’re left inside you too long. I know it’s painful now, 
but they can keep you from getting the scars I know you won’t like. 
Mariang hates hers.” 

“We won’t need you anymore once Ezra gets here, so you can go 
back to your precious girlfriend then.” I could tell Von’s anger 
wouldn’t die down anytime soon. Von tipped the box up to his 
mouth with his free hand and started pounding cereal like he was 
afraid of being without something to chew. 

Danny’s tone iced over, only able to play the submissive dog for 
so long. “Listen, slacker. You’ve been at this only a few months. 
Mariang’s been by my side for years. We’ve seen each other through 
every moment. Try being October’s Puller for as long as I’ve been at 


this and see what you wouldn’t do to make sure she lives.” He held 
up his hands when Von reared on him. “I know I stepped over the 
line. I get it. But once you two stop denying what’s obvious to 
everyone else, I don’t want to know the depths you’d stoop to in 
order to keep her alive.” 

If Von was capable of leaving me, I know he would’ve leaped at 
Danny and knocked him one right good. I rubbed Von’s arm. “It’s 
over. It’s fine. The pain will go away. Danny didn’t know any 
better. He was just testing a theory. And look! Tomorrow you can 
have the day to yourself to go see Penny. Won’t that be nice?” 

Von threw out his free hand in exasperation. “Are you pleased 
with yourself? You’ve got her sticking up for you.” 

Danny shook his head, his blue eyes actually earnest instead of 
stuck in their usual harsh glare. “It’s already happening. You’re 
already more attached to your charge than you realize. You look 
down on me now, but give it a year and see what you won’t do.” 

Von reached his breaking point, gripping me hard and sending 
the reminder of pain through me. “Get. Out.” 

Danny obeyed, which was a relief all the way around. Von 
settled back into the bed with me, resting his head on the pillow 
next to mine with his arm wrapped under my neck to make sure I 
stayed close. He was serious, and I didn’t like it on him. Von was 
much better with that playful grin that told me he was up to no 
good. He stuck out his little finger between us, linking it through 
mine gingerly, so as not to hurt me with too much movement. “I 
swear to you, we won’t end up like you and Mason. We won’t make 
a mess of a good thing.” Then he tapped his chest with his thumb. 
“You,” he said, indicating the residence I’d taken up in his heart. 

Then I tugged our joined hands to my chest, pressing my thumb 
to my sternum. “You,” I admitted. 

Mason was a fantasy — a Viking king who made my heart flutter 
with girlish intrigue. My friendship with Von was real, and that was 
enough to center me when my world felt impossibly tilted. 


Thirty-One. 
Letting Von Help Me 


I he afternoon gave way to evening before Von and 


Mason got me down to where I could sit up on my own. 
I breathed with new independence when I was strong 
enough to shuffle around with only mild pain. 
Whatever. I was the sexiest senior citizen for at least five 
miles. It would be worse later, when I would actually 
need help with things, like changing into my pajamas 
for the night. I wanted to, but was too chicken to try it 
on my own or ask for help from the all-male crew who’d 


taken up residence in my house. 

Mason had turned back into a man when the pizza came, and 
stayed that way most of the day and on into the evening. I was 
sandwiched in between Von and Mason on the couch, who were 
still eating like they’d never seen food before. 

“T honestly don’t understand how yourre still eating. That’s 
eleven whole large pizzas and who knows how many breadsticks 
and buckets of chicken wings,” Ollie remarked from the recliner, his 
mouth open in half-awe and half-disgust. 

“T’m starting to slow down. Wouldn’t say no to some ice cream, 
though.” Von rubbed his stomach. “You almost finished with your 
one piece of pizza, featherweight? You know, you’re losing the 
eating contest by a mile.” 


I hated looking like the girl who couldn’t stand on her own 
enough to feed herself. It looked like I’d developed an eating 
disorder overnight, but I hadn’t. I wanted to eat like a normal 
person, but every bite felt like a gamble as to whether it would 
come back up or not. “This is my second slice,” I lied to get him off 
my back and to keep Ollie from slipping into parent mode on me. 

Mason scoffed, but Von laughed. “Oh, that’s cute. Your eyes get 
real wide when you lie. Did you know that?” 

“Oh, shut it. I’ll be sure to aim my chunks your way when I eat 
too fast and it all comes back up.” 

Ollie was in heavy observation mode after having asked as many 
questions as was humanly possible to Ezra. “So these two are 
moving in with us? I don’t know how I feel about that.” 

Now I was the one with the questions. “I thought you and Gabby 
were moving into her townhouse.” 

Ollie picked a pepperoni off his slice and laid it in the box. 
“Nah. Not yet. Maybe not ever. You know that on again, off again 
thing we’ve got going? It’s off again. Something about me not being 
able to commit or whatever.” 

My shoulders slumped. “Oh, Ollie. I’m sorry. It’s really over?” 

“T honestly haven’t thought about it at all today, so I’m alright 
with it. This whole Narnia thing’s blowing my mind a little. My 
sister’s connected for life with a vampire and a werewolf? I can’t 
believe how much I’ve been missing, living in New York.” 

Mason grumbled, “I’m not a werewolf. Those aren’t real. I’m 
Matruculan, like her father was. Werewolves bend to the moon, 
right? I bend to no one.” 

“Dum-dum-dum!” Von said ominously, bringing about a comical 
amount of doom. “He’s a shapeshifter, is all. His animal just 
happens to be a wolf.” 

Ollie’s mouth fell open as more of the puzzle began to reveal 
itself. “Do you know our father? You know the D-bag who ran out 
on us? Because I gotta tell you, I’d love to meet the good-for- 
nothing myself.” 

Ezra was funny to me, eating a piece of pizza in his business 
outfit, looking all pressed and perfect, sitting in a chair he’d pulled 
out from the kitchen to lounge around in the living room with us. 
“It’s not as simple as all that. Matruculans are drawn to human 
women who are pregnant. We have an unnatural desire to eat 
freshly born babies. Your father no doubt left to ensure he didn’t 


kill you. I cannot speak to whether or not he was a ‘D-bag’, as you 
put it, or why he didn’t come back.” 

Ollie put his whole slice down in the box, his nose crinkling in 
distaste. “Okay, where do we start? The eating babies part, or the 
fact that you said ‘we’?” 

That was pretty much how the evening went. Ezra, Mason, Finn 
and Von filled Ollie in on everything he’d missed, even down to the 
mission and how it had gone awry so early on. They were getting 
closer to the bit about the battle with the women launching their 
bomb babies at the bad guys when I decided I didn’t need to hear 
the rest. It was barely six o’clock, but I was beat. “I’m tired, guys. 
I’m going to turn in.” 

Mason was eating his weight in chicken wings, and though I 
knew it was my fault he was so hungry, the sight of them eating so 
much made my stomach churn. He paused his feeding frenzy to 
meet my eyes. “I can pull while you sleep. Von, you go ahead and 
eat as much as you need. I was slowing down anyway.” 

Von stood, brushing the crumbs off his pants onto the carpet. I 
cringed at the mess. “Oh, no. I don’t think so.” 

“Why not?” 

“For a million obvious reasons why not. She’s barely upright. 
Ezra’s rule still holds that you’re not to be alone with her, yeah?” 
Von confirmed with Ezra’s answering nod. “See? Kosher as things 
are, you're not out of the doghouse.” Then he sniggered. “A wolf in 
a doghouse. Get it? I’m funny.” 

Ezra kept a polite expression on his face. “That, you are. And 
Von’s right, Mason.” 

Mason sat back on the couch, finally freeing himself up enough 
to speak his mind. “Okay, let’s put things into perspective, here. 
What I did was wrong, of course, but Von almost killed her! How 
can what I did be worse than that?” 

Ezra folded his hands over his knee that was crossed over his 
other leg. “Von, are you going to bite October Grace tonight?” 

“No, sir. I’m full. Pll be fine until I leave to see Penny in an 
hour.” 

“See? There you go, Mason. I do appreciate you trying to be 
helpful, but the rules still stand. You need distance. That you’re not 
a wolf right now is a tribute that she’s starting to trust you; it’s not 
a sign that it’s time to test boundaries. After Von leaves, you'll stay 
a wolf until he returns.” Ezra stood to help Von lift me off the 


couch. Each of them held an arm and gently tugged in slow motion. 
Even though their movements were fluid, my bones and joints were 
stiff, not lending themselves to being moved with ease. 

Ollie was at a loss watching me move like an old woman, too 
fatigued for proper dinner company. “Youre still in pain? I thought 
the pulling stuff was supposed to help with that.” 

“It has. The souls are out of me, but I’m still a little sore. That 
much poison at once hurt me on a bone level. Not cool.” I leaned 
heavily on Von and Ezra. “It’s fine, Ollie. I promise. I’m just being a 
baby about it tonight. I’m a little tired, is all.” 

Ezra and Von helped me to the bedroom, lowering me to sit on 
the bed. Ezra’s formerly composed face was contorted with concern. 
“T can tell you’ve been putting on a brave face for your brother.” 

“Tt’s only pain.” I managed a wan smile for the man who looked 
genuinely concerned for me. “I’m alright. Hoping unconsciousness 
will cure what ails me.” 

Ezra smoothed a few stray hairs away from my face. “That was 
so dangerous, darling. I hope you realize how lucky you are to have 
two Pullers to fix the damage.” 

“Tt was worth it, and you know it. Now Mariang can take a few 
days off, instead of just one or two. While we’re marching the 
sagrado stone to Silo, she can rest. Maybe heal up a little. Give her 
a fighting chance.” 

Ezra stared into my eyes with an unfathomable expression. “You 
have to stop sacrificing yourself. This isn’t what I want for you. I 
won’t trade one daughter for another.” He’d said as much to me 
before, but it wasn’t sinking in. 

“Fraid that’s not up to you, chief. My job, my call. Danny was 
fine with it. It worked, right? I mean, I won’t be trying it again, but 
it all worked out.” 

Von’s tone turned sharp. “Do you want me to lose my temper? 
You're daft if you think everything worked out.” 

Ezra’s even tone leveled off Von’s spiking edge of frustration. 
“Yes, well, never again. And P’ll be having words with Danny.” 

Von was rummaging through my dresser drawers, making a 
mess of the piles I had my clothes neatly folded in. “See that you 
do. The whole thing was his cracked idea. He’s bent, Ezra.” 

Ezra was talking to me, but I had a hard time paying attention 
to anything. I don’t know if it was the malnourishment, the 
exhaustion that came from doing the job, or the ringer my body had 


been through, but whatever it was, I was beat. “Did you hear me?” 
Ezra asked, waving two fingers in my field of vision. 

“Huh? Yeah, whatever you said.” I yawned through Von’s 
snigger. “I’m tired, though. Can it all wait until tomorrow?” 

Ezra sighed. “Certainly. ll be on the couch with Finn if you 
need me.” 

I frowned. “No, no. You take the bed. Mason, Von and I can 
share the couch.” 

Ezra tilted his head at me, amused. “Do you honestly think I'll 
allow that?” 

“Tt’s not right for you to be on the couch. You’re a grownup.” 

Ezra chuckled as he kissed my forehead. “Thank you for the 
offer, but the couch is fine. Goodnight, October Grace.” 

After Ezra left, I cast over to Von with a sleepy, “I’m going to get 
changed, so you know, give me a minute.” 

Von put my pile of clothes atop my dresser and folded his arms 
over his chest. “Let’s see you get up and come over here to pick up 
your clothes. Then I’ll believe you can do this by yourself.” 

I rolled my eyes at him and placed my hands on the bed, 
readying myself for the jolt my limbs would endure if I simply 
stood. It took a few tries, but I finally got off the side of the bed, 
moving with care and determination toward the dresser. I stopped 
halfway there, debating whether my pride was worth the pain or 
not. I took another step, biting my lower lip to keep from letting 
Von know how badly I was hurting. My tendons were too tight for 
use unless I had a Puller on me. I was hunched over, unable to 
stand up straight. So, you know, I was your average sexy beast. 

“Okay, you obviously can’t do this yourself. This is just painful 
to watch. Here. I’ll help you.” The moment his hands touched my 
elbow to steady me, half the ache evaporated, melting me and my 
posture as I slumped in his arms. “Whoa. Alright tiger, let’s sit you 
back down, yeah?” He brought me back to the side of the bed and 
knelt at my feet, slowly working my socks off. 

“You don’t have to do that. I can figure it out.” I grimaced when 
his hands touched my bare feet. “Oh, gross, Von. You don’t want to 
touch my feet. They’re dirty.” 

Von smiled up at me, half sweet and half too much flirtation to 
ever be taken seriously. “I don’t mind. And your feet aren’t dirty. 
They’re fine. Relax, Peach. I’ll take care of it.” He tilted my foot up 
and placed a few kisses across the tips of my toes, making me cringe 


and melt simultaneously. 

I don’t know how he could say the simplest things and get me to 
believe him, but as he rubbed my feet, I started uncoiling from the 
pain I’'d been so married to. My spine relaxed, and I let him take 
care of me, knowing I would never let anyone else do this. “You’re 
being nice to me.” 

“Would you prefer I yelled?” He stood and took the clothes from 
the dresser, placing them on the side of the bed. Without a word, 
Von slipped my blue sweater over my head, smiling down with 
affection at me as I covered myself to keep him from seeing my lacy 
teal bra. “Sexy,” he murmured before shoving a pink cotton t-shirt 
over my head. 

“Oh, hush,” I scolded him with a blush. 

One thing I learned about Von that really didn’t surprise me: he 
was great at undressing women. He had my jeans off with minimal 
movement of my sore limbs, pausing the slow and sweet seduction 
with a snort and a laugh he tried to cover unsuccessfully. “Now, 
that’s just adorable.” 

I laid back on the mattress and covered my face with my hands 
when I remembered the underwear I was wearing. They were white 
cotton with little cartoon rainbows on them. I’d thought they were 
cute, and since Beto and I never ventured to that region, I bought 
what I liked, not caring how a guy might be turned off my 
something so childish. “Well, don’t look!” 

“Tt’s too late, I’ve seen you in your knickers, and I’ll never dream 
of another woman again. For me it’s only girls with rainbows on 
their...” 

“Shut up, you dork!” 

“There’s a joke in here about ‘tasting the rainbow,’ but I’m too 
much a gentleman to say it.” Von’s wide smile told me how very 
pleased he was with himself. His elation crashed when his gaze fell 
on the spot I prayed he wouldn’t see. “What’s this?” He thumbed 
the puckered line on the inside of my thigh, giving my body the 
guilty kind of chills. 

My thighs slammed shut. “It’s nothing. Just an old scar.” 

“How does one acquire a scar there? Seems a pretty off the map 
place for danger to roam.” 

I lowered my voice and checked to make sure the door was 
locked. “I got a little bit stabbed at work a long time ago. It’s totally 
fine. I healed, and that’s that.” 


Von stood and leaned over my supine form, his knuckles 
supporting his weight on the mattress as he caged me in. “An 
inmate stabbed your thigh?” 

I rolled my eyes, making sure my voice was quieted to a whisper 
sO we weren’t overheard. “You remember Judge and Darius? They 
have a brother in lockup, Terence, who I knew when I was younger. 
He goes by T now, though. I was treating an inmate when the 
patient grew hostile. I got sliced a little, and Terence rescued me. It 
would’ve been a lot worse if Terence hadn’t been there.” 

“T can’t believe Ollie didn’t make you quit after that.” 

I scoffed. “Ollie doesn’t know, and he never will. He’s got 
enough to worry about without him having to come running every 
time I get a paper cut.” 

Von’s whisper turned indignant. “This is not a paper cut! You’ve 
been stabbed twice? Once on your arm and once on your leg?” 

“Tt’s fine, Von. It was a long time ago.” 

“That’s a dollar for the Denial Jar.” He paused, examining my 
face before he migrated to the scar on my arm. His thumb swept 
over the pink line before he pressed his lips to the wound. “Does it 
feel better now?” 

“You’ve got the healing touch.” I couldn’t keep the smile off my 
face at his sweetness. 

Von’s gaze hardened with something darker that made my 
breath catch in my throat. His body shifted, and my eyes widened 
when he sunk down between my legs, parting my thighs ever so 
gently. I let out a rough gasp when his lips brushed across the scar I 
tried never to think about. He lingered there, and suddenly the torn 
skin ’'d always thought was ugly started to feel beautiful under the 
tenderness of Von’s healing touch. He sought out my most war-torn 
parts and sent loveliness into them, redeeming the portions of me 
that seemed beyond repair. I clumsily propped myself up on my 
elbows, catching his lidded eyes with a look I hoped communicated 
my deepest gratitude for caring about things like healing in a world 
where I was constantly being broken. “Thank you,” I whispered. 
“That’s my ugliest part, and you made it feel beautiful.” 

“Darling, every part of you is stunning.” Von kissed my scar 
again and leaned back on his heels, shaking his head to clear it of 
the PG-13 position our friendship would never survive. 

He slid my pajama pants on as if they were the silky panties I 
wished I was wearing. He made quick work of stripping down to his 


boxer briefs before he climbed into the bed with me. He kissed my 
cheek, and then lowered his lips to my neck, giving me the shivers 
that only encouraged him to misbehave more. 


Thirty-Two. 
Confessions from a 
Male Prostitute 


N.. that he was touching me, my body was far 


more pliable. We tangled around each other in ways that 
were entirely indecent, and needed to be shrouded 


under cover of bedsheets. 

He started playing with my hair, relaxing me to the point where 
I had to remind myself not to drool. “Von?” I asked, my voice 
barely above a whisper. “What’s the deal with you and Finn? You 
two know each other from a long time before this.” 

“Everyone knows Finn. He’s King Banak of Dagat’s top dog.” 

I knew he was trying to brush off my question, but after all the 
secrets I’d had to give up, I didn’t feel like shrugging off this one. 
“Von?” 

A dark cloud settled over Von as he slowly twirled a curl that 
hung at the base of my neck. “I passed through Dagat a few times. 
Got into a little trouble. Nothing more than that.” 

I kissed his nose. “Okay. You don’t have to tell me. You’re 
allowed a few secrets.” 

Von looked at me as if considering just how deep and true our 
friendship went. “Fine, but just so you know, Danny doesn’t even 
know what really happened. No one but me, Ezra and Boston do.” 

“Your youngest brother? Bishop’s twin?” 

“Yeah. Boston’s great. He’s filled with lots of terrible fun you 


only get into when you don’t care what happens to you in the end. 
The two of us went to Dagat on holiday a few years ago. We had a 
blast, going off with the Mermaids and getting ourselves into all 
sorts of mischief. One night we worked our way into a high stakes 
card game with the Kataw.” 

“That’s what Finn is, right? The Mermen without tails?” 

“Yes. I was handling myself like the smoky gentleman you 
adore, but Boston was reckless, as he always is. Bet way too high 
and lost more than either of us had. Infinitely more.” Von’s eyes 
hardened and then closed as pain shaded his expression. “He was 
scared. The Kataw are ruthless, and the great Captain Finn was 
there. He’s the worst. Has a reputation for being cruel that’s well- 
earned.” 

“Did he beat you guys up?” 

Von swallowed. “No. He offered us a way out. He told Boston 
he’d let him work off his debt, selling his body to the king’s son by 
joining the harem.” 

A rock sunk in my stomach. If I thought reaping made me sick, 
it was nothing compared to that. “Oh, no. Tell me he didn’t.” 

“Boston was so scared. Actually cried, which if you knew him, 
you’d know how big a deal that is.” 

“T don’t blame him.” 

“T couldn’t let him do it. He’s my baby brother, and I’d brought 
us there in the first place. So I talked to Finn and took Boston’s 
place.” 

The pulling couldn’t counteract the ice that froze in my veins at 
that blast I hadn’t been expecting. My heartbeat pounded in my 
cheeks as my tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. “Please tell me 
that means something different than it does in my world.” 

Von shook his head, looking at the wall as he lay propped up on 
his elbow next to me. The lamplight illuminating a few choice 
features, making him look truly haunted. “I sent Boston home and 
signed over the worst three months of my life.” 

I wrapped my arm around his waist to let him know that he 
wasn’t back in Dagat. He was safe with me in our bed. “You got 
sold to the king’s son?” 

“Yep. Like a pack of cigarettes. Duwendes down on their luck 
make for good prostitutes. We can make people feel better, so they 
think they’ve had the best night of their lives afterward. Always a 
satisfied customer.” He tried to make it come off as a joke, but it 


fell flat. “Julius was a little harder to subdue. Violent, sick pervert. 
It took a long while to get him to think he had a good time 
without... It wasn’t pleasant.” 

“You couldn’t have bitten him? Sucked him dry and killed the 
bastard?” 

“T hadn’t been turned yet. This was years ago. I wasn’t even sure 
Finn remembered me until he made a crack about it.” The second 
Von’s eyes watered, he cleared his throat. “Sorry. It was a long time 
ago. I’m fine now. Just a rough patch.” 

“Now who owes the Denial Jar a dollar.” I rolled on my side to 
face him, holding his hand between us as we’d done when we’d 
pinky promised we wouldn’t kiss and ruin the great thing we had. “I 
can keep your secrets, Von. Let me be your Duwende. You can talk 
to me.” I leaned forward and kissed both of his shut eyelids. “You 
should talk to me.” 

Von was quiet for half a minute, so I wasn’t expecting him to tell 
me what he’d been through, to unload some of his burdens onto me 
and trust that I’d be strong enough to hold him through it. 

But that’s exactly what happened for the next forty-five minutes. 
By the time he had to leave to go see Penny, he’d cried in my arms, 
let me kiss his face and told me more horrible, disgusting details 
than a qualified shrink could ever sort through. He kept feeding me 
a new degradation he’d endured while reading my expression with 
caution to see if I would pull away from him, turn on him and use 
his confession against him. I could tell he’d been in need of 
someone who could carry his secrets, to treasure him when he 
admitted he’d been used and abused so brutally. 

I kissed each of his tears, whispering, “You’re a treasure. You’re 
my treasure.” 

“T’m filthy. No one who’s done the things I’ve had to do can be 
called a treasure.” 

I held him tight as he fell more irreparably apart in my arms. 
“You saved your brother from that nasty man. That doesn’t make 
you filthy. It makes you a good dad to Boston.” 

Make no mistake, it was all filthy, but even the clean freak I was 
couldn’t turn away from Von’s mess. I couldn’t wash my hands of 
his past, nor did I want to. I held him just as he was, in the same 
way he’d done for me when I’d been half a human and a whole 
disaster. 

Von shook his head, brushing his damp and reddened nose 


against mine. “I don’t deserve you. The way you look at me 
sometimes, it’s scared me for months that I’d lose that hung-the- 
moon adoration from you if you knew all I’d been through.” 

“Oh, honey. You’re only more heroic now.” I shook my head in 
dismay. “How could you let Danny call you a male escort? That’s 
how you passed it all off?” 

“Boston was scared, so we came up with a story that I’d been the 
one in gambling debt, and I chose to sell myself to wealthy women 
in Terraway to pay off my debts. That’s why I was kicked out of the 
Academy. Word got around that I had a gambling problem, and that 
I was whoring myself out to women to pay my way.” 

I was furious when I added up all the male escort cracks Danny 
had made at Von’s expense. “Why don’t you at least set Danny 
straight?” 

“Danny sees me as he would like to. If he can’t love me as a 
male escort, then I don’t need him to love me as a sex slave.” He 
clung to me as I laid his head on my breast, running my fingers 
through his hair and over his shoulder to soothe him. “You deserve 
to know me, though. You loved me even when I was a prostitute.” 
He clutched my pink shirt as a fresh handful of tears rocked him. 
“And now it’s ruined! I’m dirty, and you like things clean.” 

Guilt sunk deep in me for inflicting my neurosis on Von as I held 
him tight. “You listen to me, Von. You are not dirty. You’re my 
treasure. Always my treasure. This changes nothing about how I see 
you, only that you have too much on your shoulders. You’re too 
good a person. I don’t know many who would do that for their 
family.” 

Von broke all over again, crying into my breasts until the waves 
of haunting emotion calmed. Finally he lay docile, utterly spent 
after reliving the trauma he kept tight to the vest. “Thank you,” he 
whispered. 

Von was a storm of trouble, but in my arms he was a sweet, lost 
puppy. I loved the puppy in him. I loved the proud man in him, as 
well as the lost boy. He kissed both my cheeks before he left to go 
see Penny, and I realized with all the subtlety of a gong that I 
hopelessly and deeply loved Von. 


Thirty-Three. 
Ricotta Cheese and 
Kale Salad 


I had a day of rest. Beautiful, blissful rest where I got 


to play video games with Ollie, clean my house the way 
it was meant to be scrubbed and eat food like a normal 
person who wasn’t vying for the trophy in the Miss 
Young Adult Skeleton pageant. 

Watching Mason try to figure out the video game controller was 
the best entertainment. He kept moving the controller up and 
around whenever he wanted his avatar to jump. He finally gave up 
and lounged on the couch, eating his way through seven tacos while 
I kicked Ollie’s butt. My brother was sorely out of practice on the 
things that mattered. 

Ollie didn’t bring up much about Terraway, asking the 
occasional non-confrontational question, but never making me feel 
bad for not telling him sooner. He hovered, though, which wasn’t 
completely unexpected. I didn’t so much look like death warmed 
over, as I had the day before, but I wasn’t exactly winning beauty 
contests or running any marathons. 

I got to go shopping with Gabby, though it wasn’t the kind of 
shopping she liked to do. Grocery stores weren’t nearly as fun to her 
as the department store treasure hunting she loved. Mall shopping 
gave me small bouts of anxiety, complete with flashbacks of 
watching Bev spend the money we needed for food and bills on 


sweaters and makeup. Grocery shopping was safer. 

Ollie had asked me if he could tell Gabby about Terraway, but I 
was firm. I’d rather look like a weirdo with two shadows than bring 
anyone else into the world that had only threatened to tear me 
apart. Plus, their relationship status seemed to have gone from 
moving in together, to breaking it off, to grocery shopping together 
in the middle of the day while they held hands. I couldn’t keep up 
with Ollie’s commitment issues. Though, kudos to Gabby for trying. 

While Ollie was handling Terraway like a champ, I knew Gabby 
wouldn’t be able to be as cool about it all. She could barely keep a 
lid on her excitement at meeting my two bodyguards (though she’d 
met Von at my house once before). I’d gone from borderline nun to 
a girl with two new guys since she’d last seen me, apparently. I was 
having a hard time spinning how very normal a trio we were. I may 
or may not have pretended to not be able to hear her prodding 
whispers when she asked which of them I was hooking up with. 
Thank goodness for the overhead PA system announcing every little 
sale. 

I let out a quiet groan when we pulled over to the deli section 
with our two carts, and my favorite girl wasn’t at the counter. 

“Yes! Your stories about this guy always make my day.” Ollie 
pumped his fist in the air like he’d won the lottery when the mid- 
twenties dude came into view behind the deli counter. Deli Frank 
had bloodshot eyes and a mole cluster in the shape of Cassiopeia on 
his forehead. He breathed with his mouth open after he called our 
number. “Oh, I’ve been waiting for this,” Ollie rubbed his hands 
together eagerly. 

“What?” Mason inquired, clutching my hand tighter as if 
anticipating danger. I relished the warmth of the gentle pull he shot 
through me. It relaxed my sore muscles and took away the lingering 
ache in my bones. 

“Nine pounds of salami, sliced thick,” I requested to start out my 
order. Von and Mason went through a ton of lunch meat. When 
Frank looked blankly at me, I repeated the order with a polite, 
“Please.” 

Frank looked at the case in confusion, though he’d been working 
there for over a year. “Salami? Like, sliced, or like sticks?” 

I pursed my lips, unsure how I could’ve said it any clearer. 
“Sliced, please. Nine pounds of salami, sliced thick.” 

“Right on, right on. Hold up. Let me see if we have any.” 


Ollie giggled while I pointed to the log on sale that clearly read 
“salami” on it. “I think it’s that one.” 

“No. That’s turkey. I’ll look in back.” 

I leaned my forehead to Mason’s shoulder, while Ollie and 
Gabby let out a loud laugh. “He usually makes it through at least 
one item before he has to ‘look in back.” 

When Frank returned, his bloodshot eyes fell on me with no 
recognition. “Can I help you?” 

Gabby’s giggling couldn’t be helped. “She’d like nine pounds of 
salami, sliced thick, please.” 

Frank looked around and grabbed the mesquite chicken and 
took it to the slicer. “Right on. Right on.” 

Von frowned. “But that’s...” 

“Tt’s not worth it. He never gets the order right. You all like 
mesquite chicken, right?” 

Von shook his head at the whole situation. “No, no. I didn’t 
really care what kind of lunch meat you got, but now I’ll go to the 
mat that we need salami.” He squeezed my side before detaching 
from me and letting himself in behind the counter. 

“Von, you can’t be back there!” I admonished him, looking 
around for the supermarket police. I expected a SWAT team clad in 
the store’s orange polo uniform to descend on us at any given 
moment. 

He shrugged innocently. “Looks like I can.” Von jerked the fat 
roll of salami from the case and handed it to Frank. “Here, mate. 
My girl wants this one.” 

Gabby pursed her lips through a giddy squeal that Von had 
called me his girl. I shot her a “be cool” look, but it was a 
completely wasted effort. 

Frank sliced up about four pieces of salami, bagged it and 
handed it over the counter to me. “Anything else?” 

“Um, can I have nine pounds, please?” 

“Nine pounds of what?” 

“Salami. I need nine pounds.” 

“Of what?” 

I wanted to shout “Salami!” at him, but as I’d actually done that 
before with no lasting results, I closed my mouth. Ollie, on the 
other hand, was laughing so hard, he was red. ’'d complained a 
great many times about Frank to my brother on the phone. 

Von turned Frank around and pushed him back towards the 


slicer. “Let’s try this again, shall we?” 

Von stood next to Frank until the mountain of salami was sliced, 
bagged and handed to me with no further incident. Nearby 
shoppers grabbed tickets, now that someone competent was behind 
the counter. The line went from one to fifteen in the span of 
however long it took for Von to flash his charismatic smile out 
across the counter. I can’t imagine the loss of business Frank had 
caused the store. With Von’s charming grin to greet them, it seemed 
everyone wanted a nice salami. 

Von stood next to Frank behind the counter with a pleasant look 
on his face. “What else would you like, love?” 

“Really?” 

“Truly. Frank and I are your servants.” 

Frank’s dilated pupils didn’t seem to absorb much, but he 
remained at Von’s side, breathing in and out through his slack 
mouth. “Can I help you?” 

Ollie wanted the game to go on forever. “Sharp Cheddar cheese, 
please. How much, October?” 

“Nine pounds?” I requested, and then Mason jerked his thumb 
upward. “Ten pounds, please.” 

“Ten pounds of what?” Frank asked with a_ glazed-over 
expression. I wasn’t even positive Frank’s idiocy was because he 
was always baked. I think part of his dysfunction had to be genetic 
or something, coupled with massive amounts of pot. 

Von tugged out the brick I wanted and handed it to Frank. “Start 
slicing, and I’ll tell you when.” 

“You’re a miracle worker,” I smirked over the counter at Von. 

He pressed his hands to the waist-level surface and leaned his 
tall frame over to close a little of the gap between us. “Tell me ’m 
your hero.” 

My smile stuck on my face as my cheeks flushed. I shook my 
head bashfully. I could feel people watching him openly flirt with 
me while I held onto another dude’s hand. 

Mason answered for me. “You’ll be my hero if you can get some 
of this turkey over here. That looks good. And you know nine 
pounds won’t be enough. Just have him slice up the rest of the log.” 

“On it, my good man.” Von lowered his voice to me while we 
waited for Frank to finish up with the cheese. “I’m waiting, 
November. Tell me I’m your hero.” 

I shook my head again when someone nearby whistled 


suggestively at the cuteness. Public displays made me introvert all 
over the place. “You’re incorrigible.” 

A mama with three irritable kids hanging on her basket pressed 
her hands to the case with mild desperation. “You'll be my hero if I 
can just get a pound of the cheese he’s already slicing. Just one 
pound.” 

“Frank would be delighted to help you with that.” He turned 
back to me. “Tell me I’m your hero, or I’ll sit back here and eat the 
entire order by myself while you watch.” 

“Gross! You will not.” 

“Say it,” Von begged, his eyes turning sweet, endearing me 
forward. 

I kept my chin down with chagrin. “Fine. Von, you’re my hero.” 

A broad beam swept over his features, his chest puffing out with 
male pride. “Ah, you didn’t have to say that.” He winked at me, 
ignoring the commotion that was gathering around us. “What else 
would you like?” 

“Really? I usually only get one thing before I get frustrated and 
move on.” 

His eyes met mine, saying too many things I hoped no one else 
heard. “It’s okay to ask me for what you want. There’s nothing I’d 
hold back from you.” 

I swallowed, pushing aside Gabby’s squeal of anticipation. I 
think she was hoping I might ask Von to throw me down on the 
counter and make love to me right then and there. “Thank you.” I 
pointed over to the premade food portion, excited that I was finally 
able to try out some of the salads I’d not had the patience to order 
before. “Can I try the kale salad? Like, just a small container of it?” 

Von waved Frank over after the cheese and the turkey were 
sliced and bagged. “Three big containers of the kale salad, mate.” 

Frank looked to the case in confusion. “The what?” 

I hung my head. “It’s honestly not worth it, Von.” 

“The kale salad,” Ollie repeated through his chuckle. 

Frank grabbed a large plastic clear container and pointed to the 
meatloaf logs. “This one?” 

“No!” Mason replied, indignant. “I’m not even from here, and I 
know what she’s asking for. The kale salad!” When he realized the 
alien implications in what he’d just uttered, his neck shrank into his 
shoulders. 

“This one?” Frank asked, perplexed as he pointed to the water- 


logged block of ricotta cheese. 

Von intervened before Mason had a conniption and I lost my 
patience. Ollie had fallen to his knees, clutching his stomach while 
he roared. “It’s ricotta cheese!” he howled. “He thinks kale is ricotta 
cheese!” 

Von steered Frank to the correct bowl, watching with his mouth 
open in confusion as Frank attempted to get the kale into the 
cylindrical plastic container without the use of a serving spoon. He 
stabbed at the salad with the lip of the cup, scooping some inside, 
but scattering much of it out of the bowl and into the bottom of the 
case. 

I dropped Mason’s grip and squeezed my fists in frustration. “It’s 
not worth it, Von.” 

Von arrested the cup from Frank and turned him back toward 
the slicer. “Why don’t you go cut up the rest of that log of salami 
for anyone else who wants it. P’ll handle this part.” He shot me an 
expression that read, “Yikes. This guy.” 

My blood pressure dropped when Von used a spoon, scooping 
enough kale salad from the bowl into a container for me. “What 
else, darling?” 

Gabby’s hand flew over her heart as she swooned on my behalf. 

I narrowed my eyes at Von. “Whatever you guys want is fine. 
And don’t call me ‘darling’ in public.” 

“Very well. Only in private then, my love.” 

“You know you're just trying to get a rise out of me.” 

He grinned at me like the boy who would never apologize for 
tracking mud into the house. Von took Gabby’s order, Mason’s and, 
when Ollie collected himself enough for speech, my brother’s. 
Everyone at the deli took their bagged portions of salami and ran 
with gratitude, delighted that finally they could get something 
without having to deal with Frank. 

The commotion died down as we shopped around the store, 
making our way through the aisles until the cart was so full and 
difficult to maneuver, Mason took over pushing it. 

“You want more honey?” I asked Von after putting ten bear- 
shaped plastic bottles in the cart. 

“Do I want more what, sugar?” he teased. Then he reached to 
the higher shelf to grab down the econo size tub of honey I couldn’t 
reach. 

Gabby counted the jars and laughed. “What could you possibly 


be using all that for?” 

“Tm trying my hand at making mead,” Von answered without 
missing a beat. He smiled down at me, and I saw the practiced 
patience in his eyes that warned me this wasn’t his ideal day when 
Frank wasn’t there to mess with. 

I pulled Von aside when the others moved ahead and whispered 
in his ear, “Hey, you want the day off? Like, to go spend with Penny 
or something?” 

“Aw, that’s sweet of you. Penny’s at Girl Scouts, though. I’m 
alright playing fifth wheel. Pretend I’m not even here.” 

“Why don’t you go call Katrina? You don’t want to be here for 
the boring stuff. Before you know it, you’ll be domesticated, and 
then what would the world do? Take advantage of the space while 
you can.” 

He was wary of the gift. “But what about you? You could barely 
move without screaming yesterday.” 

“That’s the thing about Pullers who’re good at their jobs. I feel 
fine. Plus, Mason’s here if I’m not.” 

“Really?” His eyes darted to Gabby, who was preoccupied fixing 
Ollie’s collar so he looked more “dashing”. “You wouldn’t mind?” 

“Of course not. You’re going to start resenting me if you don’t 
get a breather every now and then.” Though I was a stranger to 
relationships, I understood the mechanics well enough. I made sure 
Gabby couldn’t hear us. “You said you needed to get laid and drink 
blood. I can’t help you with the second part, but Katrina’s probably 
more than happy to help you relax. She gets off work at four. Go 
surprise her, dude.” 

“Best work wife ever.” He drew me into a tight hug, pecking my 
lips just to make me blush. 

“We’re in public, Von,” I murmured, my cheeks heating as I 
lingered in his arms. 

“T love when you say saucy things like that. Don’t you know? 
Embarrassing you is the high point of my day. Oh, let me slap your 
pert little backside in front of Gabby. Just a little pat. It’s been 
absolutely begging for it.” 

I thrilled at the blatant flirt, but quickly swallowed any kind of 
lean toward a green light. I ducked out of his arms with a glower I 
pretended was sincere, though neither of us bought it. “You’re 
dismissed. Run along, Mr. Brady.” 

“Oh, don’t turn me on with that sexy talk.” He feigned a shiver 


and then broke out in a handsome grin, presenting his fist to me for 
a quick bump of friendship. “Thanks, November. See you later 
tonight? Call if you need me.” 

I slipped into my southern accent just for kicks. “But if you’re 
gone, who’ll I get to tie my shoes and hold my purse? What shall I 
do without my gentleman caller?” 

“T think I should like you to only refer to me as that. Your 
gentleman caller. It’s more dignified than ‘dude’.” 

“You'll have to behave like a gentleman, then. It’s the one 
catch.” 

“Tl stick with Mr. Brady, then.” He lingered, almost as if he was 
reluctant to leave. He pulled me in for another hug, using the 
closeness to tickle my ear with his whispered, “Thanks for last 
night, and for not dodging me today. You’re top shelf, you know.” 

“T’m well aware of my general awesomeness. Enjoy your day. Go 
have double-jointed fun.” I kissed his cheek, braving public 
affection to make sure Von knew that he was treasured. 

“You, too.” He winked at me and then gave a meaningful look 
toward Mason, who was trying to figure out how the grocery store 
worked, his eyes wide at commerce in action. “He’s been a good 
dog, but don’t you think about giving him all your treats.” 

I shooed Von away and moved toward Gabby, who’d caught just 
enough of our public affection to give me a giddy grin. I shook my 
head and looped my arm through Mason’s, who was trying his best 
to blend in and not rock the boat with me. He was soft-spoken, and 
offered me hesitant smiles as we moved through the store. My body 
was still moving slower than my usual let’s-get-this-done speed, but 
Mason was never impatient, instead matching my sluggish pace. We 
took our time warming back up to each other, taking baby steps 
instead of the flying leaps we had done earlier. “Have I said I’m 
sorry today?” he whispered as Ollie put two bunches of bananas in 
the cart. I reached for seven more bunches, knowing the guys would 
plow through all the food in the store if I had another day like 
yesterday. 

“Yes, and we’re fine.” 

“How fine?” Mason asked, pushing the boundaries to see if they 
were still in place. 

I wasn’t sure how committed I was to my defenses, so I 
shrugged. “Fine enough to enjoy a day with you, not so fine that 
we'll be kissing anytime soon.” 


“Tll take what I can get. You and Von aren’t...” 

I winced. “No. Of course not. Von’s my friend. My best friend 
these days. He’s off hooking up with one of my girlfriends.” 

“Best thing you’ve said to me in weeks.” Mason slipped his hand 
in mine, alerting the entire world to the very relationshippy thing I 
wasn’t known for. 

Every time Mason did something nice, Gabby could barely hold 
back her squeal. “Man, I leave for a month or two, and you’re 
serious with a new guy who’s all mature.” I knew she’d meant to 
say “old,” but kept a lid on it to be polite. “Boyfriend?” she inquired 
to Mason. 

Mason answered with a quick, “Yes” before I could respond with 
the truth. “We’re trying it out to see how it fits,” Mason told Gabby, 
squeezing my hand. “I’m loving it so far.” 

I didn’t like the caged-in feeling it all gave me. “We’re not 
serious.” I huffed at Mason’s squint that told me he was about to 
argue. He’d moved from doghouse to my bed, though I couldn’t 
imagine why he still wanted to be there. All I did was remind him 
that he wasn’t ready to move on from his wife, even though it 
seemed he still wanted to try. 

Gabby motioned to our joined hands. “Um, yeah you are. I know 
the difference between you serious and you with Beto. You’re 
holding hands in public! Good for you!” 

“Thanks, and hush up about it,” I murmured, completely 
embarrassed. I removed my hand from Mason’s and shoved it in my 
pocket. My back immediately felt the ache of stiffness without his 
stream of pulling. 

“T wasn’t talking to you,” Gabby said, her nose in the air. “I was 
talking to Mason. Good for you, man. You’re the luckiest SOB in the 
world right now. Our girl’s the best there is, even if she doesn’t 
return phone calls.” It was the third time she’d jabbed me for that, 
though I couldn’t blame her. I hadn’t even listened to my voicemails 
yet; I was too afraid I’d hear the warden’s voice asking me to come 
back - or worse, him not asking. 

Mason gave Gabby a modest smile and tucked my arm into the 
crook of his elbow. “I am pretty lucky.” 

Mason was lucky, Gabby was giddy, Ollie was wary and I was 
unsure. 


Thirty-Four. 
Ollie’s Little Sister 


I hat night, Von snuck into my bedroom where 


Mason was spooning me, completely asleep. I watched 
as he undressed silently and in slow motion just to 
amuse me, doing his best impersonation of a male 
stripper. He pulled on pajama pants for Mason’s sake 
and slid into the bed, trying not to wake Mason. 
“Thanks. I needed that. Katrina was a great stress relief,” 
he whispered. 


“Good.” My eyes rolled back when Von ran his knuckles over my 
cheek, giving me the double dose of pulling ’d been missing. “Oh, I 
needed that.” 

“She’s angry I didn’t stay the night again.” We both shrugged at 
this, knowing Von’s capacity for commitment wasn’t much greater 
than my own. “How’d things go with Fido?” he asked of my time 
with Mason. The whisper between us felt like kids planning the 
future, holy and laced with trust that bespoke of something grander 
than just our fort. 

“It was nice. Not as nice as you and Katrina. Going slow, still 
pretty platonic. Feeling our way around the landmines.” 

“That’s my girl. Good for you. The slower the better. Or, you 
know, the never the better.” He yawned and stretched, bringing his 
hand back down to hold mine, ensuring I didn’t scratch my scabs 
open while we slept. “Goodnight, darling.” He leaned forward and 


smooched my lips, our eyes closing in sync with each other. 

That night I slept soundly, wrapped in Mason’s arms and holding 
Von’s hand. With any other guys it would have felt claustrophobic, 
but with them it felt right. Peaceful. I didn’t feel the need to conjure 
up Philip to come meet me in my dreams, though I had questions 
for my fake boyfriend aplenty. 

I awoke to Mason kissing a line down the back of my neck, 
which incidentally, is the very best way to start your day. A knock 
sounded on my bedroom door, and I wondered how long the person 
had been trying to wake us. “October!” Ollie’s whisper sounded 
through the door. 

“Come on in,” I murmured, not totally awake. 

Ollie hissed, waving his hands like there was a stench in the air, 
his voice carrying enough to wake Von. “Get off my sister, guys. I 
know you have to be touching her to do your pulling thing, but this 
is overkill.” 

I refused to feel bad about the weird sleeping arrangement, since 
I hadn’t been the one to choose any of this. “It’s fine, Ollie.” I sat up 
and stretched, smiling down at Von, who refused to wake up if at 
all possible. The stretch felt amazing, without a hint of the pain or 
stiffness I was growing accustomed to. Von wrapped his arm around 
my legs and snuggled his face into my hip, looking totally precious. 
I reached down and ran my fingers through his hair to wake him 
more gently. 

Mason sat up next to me, yawning loudly and rubbing his 
stomach. “Is there breakfast, or should I go hunt up some squirrels? 
I’m starved.” 

“Do I look like your maid? Fridge is in the kitchen.” Ollie was in 
a mood, so I knew to step lightly. 

“Ts everything alright, Ollie?” I asked quietly. 

“Get dressed and come on out. Bev’s been calling all morning. 
What’d you do to her?” 

“Huh? Nothing. Why would you even ask that? I’ve been in 
Terraway or working Topside the whole time. The last time you saw 
her was the last time I saw her.” 

“Well, something’s wrong. Normally I wouldn’t care, but I 
picked up your phone when she called, and she was crying. Actually 
crying. Said if we don’t come over, she’s coming here.” He 
motioned to Mason and Von. “I don’t think you want her in on this 
freak show. I could barely understand her on the phone. We should 


go before we have to get to Ezra’s to leave for Terraway.” 

I did a doubletake, blinking up at my brother. “We? Who’s we? 
You're not coming.” 

Ollie reared back. “Oh, yes I am! I’m not sending you off with 
any number of dangerous monsters without some sort of 
supervision. I’m gone for barely two months, and look what’s 
happened!” He motioned to Von and Mason as the source of his 
problems that particular morning. 

I climbed over Von and retrieved a fresh outfit from my dresser, 
not willing to engage with Ollie before I’d had a shower to get 
myself fully awake. “Is Gabby still here?” 

“No. She left just before I came in here. You know I don’t 
usually care about Bev’s latest drama, but this sounded different. 
She sounded scared, kid.” 

“Huh. Alright. We can make a stop there before Ezra’s, but 
you're still not going. You don’t know the first thing about how 
dangerous it is down there.” 

“All the more reason for me to go to keep you safe!” 

“I’m the one who'll have to keep you safe. Don’t you see that?” I 
shook my head and shut myself in the bathroom, ignoring him 
when he shouted through the door that we weren’t finished 
discussing this. 

Showers were one of the few times I was truly alone, so I took 
my time soaping myself up. I luxuriated in the scent of the shampoo 
I knew I wouldn’t get to use again for a while. When I came out, all 
dressed with my damp hair in a bun atop my head, Mason’s hand 
found mine. He drew me to his side at the kitchen table, proudly 
displaying the breakfast he’d made everyone. 

“Oh, thanks. It looks awesome.” I plated more food than I could 
reasonably eat, but knew I somehow had to. I was behind on the 
whole getting enough calories thing, and wasn’t sure what kind of 
food we’d get our hands on when we went down to Terraway, since 
everyone down there lived off the buhay shoots. 

My phone rang, but before I could tell Ollie to leave it, he 
answered for me. “Yeah?” His brows furrowed as he cast me a wary 
look. “Hey, Crayfish. Whatcha need October for?” He paused, and 
then handed the phone to me. “Can you two play nice?” 

“Hey Darius,” I said, cradling the phone with my shoulder. 

“So you can answer the phone. I had no idea. Didn’t you get my 
messages?” Darius’ strained lightness told me he hadn’t smiled in a 


while. 

“No. I was out of town. Sorry about that. Did I miss anything 
important? Your brother buy a mountain and paint his face on it or 
something?” 

“Not yet. We’ve got a bit of a situation here.” 

“What kind of a situation? I gotta tell you, if it’s anything short 
of a unicorn parade showing up at your house, I don’t really have 
the time for it right now.” 

“Bloodier than a unicorn parade. One of our guys was shot. 
He’s... Can you come by?” 

I chewed on the inside of my cheek, instantly torn and on edge. 
“Was it you or Judge?” 

“No. We’re fine. It’s... You know, it’s probably best you don’t 
know his name.” 

I clung to my boundaries with resolve I willed myself to feel 
undivided about. “I’m sorry, hun. Unless it’s you, Judge, Terence, or 
maybe Big Mike, I’m not available.” 

“We can pay you.” 

My temper swung, as if money was the reason I wasn’t running 
to help. “I don’t need your money. I’m not coming because I don’t 
want to be part of Judge’s world. You can tell him to shoot himself 
in the foot if he wants me to help him out, which is basically what 
he does every time we talk. Hospitals are wide open. If you’re still a 
good guy, you'll take Random Drug Dealer #27 in and get him help. 
I’m not interested in doing favors for a drug lord.” 

Von’s eyebrows tented, and Ollie frowned, but thankfully didn’t 
intervene. It bolstered my confidence that he trusted me to handle 
friction with the McCray brothers. 

Darius handed the phone to Judge, and at the first sound of his 
voice, my spine straightened. “So now yow’re not only turning your 
nose up at me, you’re too good for the sick people you swore to 
heal? Isn’t that part of your nurse’s oath?” 

I tried to sound bored, and not like he’d poked at my sore spot. 
“T totally would be there in a heartbeat, but I’ve got plans today. I 
was thinking of getting my nails done. Man, if only there were 
emergency rooms for just such an occasion. Sorry ’m leaving you 
with no options, like you know, the EMT you already have on 
payroll.” I paused at his intake of breath. “That’s right; I know 
things.” 

“T don’t want our EMT. You're closer. I need your help.” 


“Wow. You uttered the word ‘need’. That had to be painful. 
Might want to sit down.” 

“October,” he warned me, his velvety timbre turning sharp. 

I let out a gust of feigned boredom, though my insides were 
twisting at turning my back on someone who was injured. “You 
should probably let your man bleed out while we go back and 
forth.” 

Judge sighed, and I could tell he hadn’t gone to sleep. “Fine. I'll 
call the doc. You’ve turned cold, baby girl. I don’t like it.” 

“You raised me. You break it, you bought it.” My voice lowered, 
and I loathed that I had a weakness for this sort of thing. “Put 
pressure on the wound and get him to the emergency room right 
now, Judge. I mean it. And don’t call with stuff like this again. Pll 
help family, not criminals. Call me next time someone shoots you in 
the head for being a jerk. Then I’ll come running with Band-Aids 
and whatnot.” I hung up before Judge could eke out another word 
that would break my heart. “I’m just going to kill him.” 

“Easy, now. Tell me where he lives. I’ll take care of him for 
you,” Mason offered as Ollie handed the phone back to me. 

“He lives on his own planet of subjective morality. It’s fine. Just 
annoying. And insulting, come to think of it.” 

I started eating, sitting in between Mason and Von with Mason’s 
hand on my back and Von’s leg looped over mine so our thighs 
touched. Ollie looked over our arrangement with a frown he didn’t 
bother hiding. “This is dysfunctional. How long does this last?” 

I swallowed my bite of food along with the lump in my throat. 
“We’re doing the whole thing with the sagrado stone so Mariang 
and I don’t have to reap so much. Right now we have to do seven 
souls a day between us. After the stone business is handled? We can 
do one a day total, and that’s that. I don’t guess I’ll need both 
Pullers then, but I don’t really know. That’s all down the road.” 

Mason and Von both chewed more slowly. “We’ll always be your 
Reapers, Peach. Our threesome just means that Mason or I can take 
a week off here and there, and it’s fine. That’s after the stone’s in 
place, of course.” 

Mason squeezed my shoulder, trying to communicate something 
to me I needed actual words for. But all he said was, “We should 
put more food in our packs this time.” 

I ignored the waves of impending complications, hoping they 
would resolve themselves before I had to deal with them. I 


would’ve thought they would be relieved not to be chained to my 
side until their dying breaths, but they both looked like I’d told 
them they were ugly. 

We finished breakfast enough for twenty people and packed up 
the car. I tried to take Ollie’s backpack out of the trunk, but he was 
resolute. “I’m coming with you. Don’t you dare try to fight me on 
this.” He held onto my shoulders, making sure I was looking right at 
him. “Before any of this, it was you, me and Allie. Now it’s you and 
me, alright? No matter what, I’m in this as long as you are. Where 
you go, I go.” 

“What are you, her father?” Von asked, shooting off at the 
mouth and shooting himself in the foot. 

Ollie straightened, pulling the keys out of his pocket. He had the 
only other key to Terence, which spoke worlds of the absolute trust 
we had in each other. “Yeah, that’s right. I’m her father. I’m her 
brother. I’m her mother. I’m her doctor. I’m her teacher. I’m her 
mechanic. I was the Easter Bunny, the Tooth Fairy, Santa Claus and 
anything else she needed to get to where she is today. I won’t leave 
her for you two to look after.” 

I tilted my head down. “Ollie, ’m all grown up now. It’s okay to 
let go. ’'ll come back home to you.” 

He stared at me and then jerked me into a tight hug that told me 
exactly how scared he was for me. “You have no idea the things 
that went through my head when you missed your check-in. I’m not 
going to worry like that again. No. It’s you and me, and we’re not 
going out any other way. I worked too hard to keep you alive to get 
careless now. I already lost Allie. I’m not losing you!” 

I wrapped my arms around Ollie, grateful that the guys got in 
the car to give us a moment. “Hey, it’s alright. Okay. If you want to 
come along, you can take it up with Ezra. You’re not losing me. I’m 
just going on a little camping trip. Nothing as fun as ours used to 
be, but it’ll have to do.” 

Ollie let out a one-noted laugh filled with too many nerves. “You 
think they’ll tell ghost stories and make up fake constellations that 
look like butts?” 

“If you’re there, yeah. You make everything better.” Then it 
dawned on me that I’d consented without meaning to. “You’re 
really coming?” I tried to swallow my dread and focus on the 
positives. “That might be fun. I’ve missed you so much. The phone’s 
not the same.” 


Ollie squeezed me tight, and I began to realize that he needed 
me as much as I needed him. “Oh, kid. You have no idea.” 


Thirty-Five. 
Shock and All the 
Special Things 


O, all the things I wished for, visiting Bev’s trailer 


before going to Terraway wasn’t on my list. Ezra called 
on the way and said he was going to meet us there so he 
could surprise Bev and see her place for the first time. 
Needless to say, I had a strong desire to shred through 
the backs of my hands. Mason held my left hand in the 
backseat while Von held my right wrist. Ollie wasn’t a 
fan of all the hovering they did, but after several 
reminders, he understood it was all just part of the job. 
“You can really get her to stop scratching her hands?" he 
asked as he turned the car onto Bev’s street. 

My anxiety rose more than the normal throat-choke because 
Ollie was there. I knew they would fight; they always did. I could 
rely on Bev saying something mean to me that I had to pretend I 
didn’t hear. I only wish there weren’t witnesses to the hurricane we 
were about to walk into. Mason had already seen my childhood 
home, but Von had only heard stories. “Maybe just Ollie and I 
should go in. I mean, it’ll be so boring inside.” 

Mason squeezed my hand. “I can feel your anxiety shooting 
through the roof. It’s okay. I’ve seen it all before, remember?” 

“T don’t want to do this!” I squeezed out, my voice threatening 


to lock down. 

Ollie parked the car and turned in his seat, giving me his most 
serious business face. “Hey, we’ve got nothing to be ashamed of. 
This place isn’t us. This trailer has nothing to do with who we are. 
It’s a pile of garbage, and nothing more.” He paused, making sure I 
was paying attention. “Are you a pile of garbage?” 

I swallowed, imprinting his words in my mind. “No, Ollie.” 

He snapped his fingers twice to make sure I wasn’t drifting off in 
my mind. I was never thrilled when he did that, though it was 
effective. “That’s right. You’re my kid, not hers. You’ve got a degree, 
a house, friends, no debt—” 

I held up my hands. “I get it. I don’t need the pep talk. I just 
don’t want them to... Guys, could you wait here? We’ll be in and 
out.” 

Ollie shook his head in time with Mason. “No. They’re in your 
life. This is the pit of it. If they’re supposed to know everything 
about you to keep you safe or whatever, they need to know about 
Bev. They need to see how dangerous she is if she’s given an inch.” 

My eyebrows furrowed when Ezra’s sleek black car saddled up 
next to ours. “Fine. Whatever. Let’s get this over with.” I pointed 
my finger in Ollie’s face. “For the record, there’s no forgiveness for 
what we’re doing.” 

“We’re saving Ezra! I thought you liked him.” 

“T do, but we’re ruining Bev. Like it or not, she’s your mama. 
You’re supposed to protect your family.” 

“Never once has she protected you. Don’t stick up for her. ’m 
telling you, I can’t take it today.” 

“She’s sick, Ollie. We’re not. We know better; she doesn’t. Big 
difference. We’re taking someone good away from a sick woman.” 

Ollie’s voice lowered. “She deserves what she gets for being the 
way she is.” 

I paused before taking Mason’s offered hand after he slid out of 
the car. My voice was quiet, which to Ollie was worse than me 
yelling. “You raised me better than that. Better than payback. No 
matter what, she’s still our mama.” 

Ollie opened his mouth to argue, but closed it again, slumping in 
his seat. “You can be right about that, but this is still necessary.” 

Mason took my hand and helped me out of the car, saying 
nothing of my trembling fingers. “We’re right here,” he assured me. 

For some reason, that only made me feel worse. “Hold on a 


second.” I turned back and slid into the car again after Ollie got out, 
shutting myself with Von in the backseat. 

“It'll be fine, Peach. Really. Your mum loved me the time we 
met, and she’ll get used to Mason’s surly mug in time.” 

“Tt’s not that. You know how you didn’t want people to find out 
all that awful stuff Prince Julius made you do to pay off Boston’s 
gambling debts in Dagat?” 

Von’s expression darkened as he ducked to make sure our 
conversation had no chance of being overheard. “I thought we 
agreed we didn’t need to talk about that anymore unless I brought it 
up.” 

“T know, and I’m not talking about it really.” I motioned to the 
trailer. “This is my secret shame. This is everything that’s wrong 
with me, and I don’t want you to see it.” 

Von softened, his shoulders lowering and his head tilting to the 
side. “Hani, I promise I won’t think less of you. Mason told me 
everything; it’s Bev’s dysfunction, not yours.” 

“But it is my dysfunction! How would you feel if someone forced 
you to talk about all you had to go through? You chose to tell me 
that stuff. Aren’t you glad you had that choice?” Von looked up at 
the ceiling to avoid my pleading eyes. “Please, Von. Just wait in the 
car for this. I’m begging you. I’d send Mason back, too, but he’s 
already seen it, and I know y’all won’t be thrilled with me going 
anywhere by myself this late in the game. Please just let me have 
this one thing.” 

“What are you afraid of?” 

“Other than tetanus? I’m afraid you'll take one look at my 
childhood and think that’s who I am! I’m afraid you'll think ’m 
garbage and you'll throw me away, and that would kill me. 
Everyone else can, but not you. I need for just you to not look at me 
like I’m garbage.” 

“T would never.” He cupped my face so my vision was filled with 
his sincere pledge. “You told me I’m your treasure? You’re mine, 
darling. My shiny, strong and beautiful treasure. Nothing in that 
trailer could change that.” 

I closed my eyes, lest I look at him for one more second and 
burst into tears. “Please, Von. Please give me this one thing.” 

Von let out a long and loud gust of air through pursed lips, 
bathing my face in cigars and mint. “If it’s that big a deal to you, I 
get it. I can wait out here.” I thought he would drop his hands, but 


he cupped my chin with a gentle, stern grip so he could look into 
my eyes that jerked open. “But listen good, sweet Peach. We’re in 
this for the long haul. At some point you’re going to have to let me 
in more than this. I think I’ve earned the right to at least be let in 
through the front door.” 

It was hard to talk when I couldn’t move my chin, but I 
managed. “Bev’s front door doesn’t open all the way.” I shrugged, 
offering him a weak smile. “That was a little metaphor joke.” 

“Clever little college girl.” He brought my face forward and 
smooched my lips. “Go on. I’ll wait here like the good dog I am.” 

“Thanks, Von. You’re my best friend, you know.” 

“Tell it to the backseat I’m stuck in. Hurry up. Ezra’s looking 
impatient. Gets downright unpleasant when he’s anxious. Starts 
saying “No, thank you,’ instead of ‘No, thank you, kind woman.’ 
Surly git.” 

I got out and shut Von in the car, breathing fifteen percent 
easier now there was one less person surprising Bev. I went to the 
trunk and pulled out gloves for everyone and a brave smile that 
looked more like a grimace of pain than actual happiness. 

I waved at Sandy when he came into view, but my dog ran away 
from me, which was unusual. The pit bull next door loved me, and 
had never acted afraid of anything. I could tell he didn’t like the 
look of Ezra or Mason. I blew him a kiss and let him have his space, 
though I wished for his sloppy kisses right now more than anything. 

“You ready for it?” Ollie asked me, not caring how Ezra and 
Mason felt about the whole thing. 

“Do it to it,” I replied, hunching my shoulders and moving to the 
trailer that groaned with too much emotional and physical baggage. 
“T’m sorry,” I whispered to Ezra. “I really did like you.” 

Ezra was in nice gray dress pants that looked too expensive to be 
worn by a real person, brown leather shoes, a brown belt and a 
crisp blue dress shirt with thin white pinstripes. “I won’t desert 
you,” he promised, though I doubted how accurate this vow would 
be after he saw the woman he loved as she truly was. 

I paused at the door, swearing under my breath about thirty 
times before banging my fist to the flimsy glass pane. I knocked 
four times before I heard a cry coming from inside the trailer. It 
wasn’t a cry of distress, but more a moan of pure loss. “Bev? You 
okay?” I opened the door, expecting to only be able to force it the 
usual one and a half feet open so I could slip inside. I was shocked 


and confused when the door opened all the way. 

My eyes intended to do a quick sweep of what used to be a 
living room, but my gaze froze when the mountains of garbage, 
trinkets, broken toys, clothes and rotting food only amounted to 
mere hills of crap. The narrow passageway lined with stacks of 
newspaper, towels and brown things that didn’t use to be brown 
was now wider, and would allow even Mason to walk through to 
Bev’s bedroom near the back of the trailer. 

I covered my mouth and let out a muffled shriek. “Bev? Bev!” I 
faintly heard her crying inside, but couldn’t see her. If what looked 
to be a third of her treasures were gone, I couldn’t imagine her 
mental state. “Ollie, she’s been robbed! Bev, hold tight! I’m here! 
I’m coming! I’m so sorry, Bev! I shouldn’t have stopped coming by 
for our weekly visits. This is all my fault! Are you hurt?” 

“No, October! You’ll wait outside.” Ollie insisted, letting Mason 
pull me out of the house so Ollie could step inside. His hand went 
over his mouth to muffle his outcry, as well. Though Ollie hadn’t 
been home in years, the drastic change was not lost on him. “If she 
really has been robbed, they could still be in here. Get October 
away from the trailer, Mason!” 

I whirled on Mason, jerking my arm from his grip. “Don’t you 
dare ‘tiny little woman’ me. I used to fight inmates before you came 
along. That’s my mama in there!” 

“Give us a minute,” Ezra said, his hand on my shoulder. Ezra 
followed in behind Ollie, grimacing at the stench you couldn’t quite 
put your finger on, but it was a swirling aroma of animal feces, tuna 
and mold. You know, the stench of childhood. “Ho! What’s 
happened here? Burglars did this?” Ezra ran back out, his eyes 
watering. He drew in semi-clean air as if the trailer park was the 
sweetest thing he’d ever smelled. 

I gotta tell you, it’s not. 

“No. Robbers cleaned it. Let me through.” I shook off Mason and 
bolted into the house after Ollie. “Bev! I’m here. Come on out. I 
know you must be mad, but I promise you, Ollie and I didn’t do 
this.” I kept my arms up just in case she flew out at me and aimed 
for my face. “I would never steal your treasures, Bev.” 

Ollie waved me over, a dark look of powering through clouding 
his features. “What did they do to you? Did you see their faces? 
We'll file a report first thing.” 

I moved slowly to Ollie’s side, gasping at Bev’s besotted state. ’'d 


never seen her with no makeup, but there she was -— tearstains 
down her face, old sweats I’d never seen her in before and wreaking 
of rum. She was drunk, her pupils unfocused and her hand slow as 
she reached for Ollie from the floor. She’d built herself a fort out of 
folded towels — some new and some too old and disgusting to be 
anything but fodder for rats’ nests. Her blonde hair hadn’t been 
combed in days, and she smelled like... Well, I could smell her 
beneath the stench of the rotting trailer and the booze, which was 
saying something. 

“Did I do this?” Bev asked, clutching the bottle of rum like it 
was a precious puppy. “Was it all real?” 

Ollie fought hard to keep his fight face intact. We’d never seen 
Bev with a hair out of place. In the land of refuse, she was the 
perfect Barbie doll who stood tall and much, much too proud. “Let’s 
get you some fresh air,” Ollie offered. I was surprised he was being 
so civil. He was gentle as he lifted her off the floor, pausing when 
she cried out. 

“My foot! I stepped in some glass yesterday, and I can’t get it all 
out of my foot!” Her cries brought Ezra back inside to brave the 
elements, though he was too stunned to make it past the entrance. 

It was then I noticed Bev wasn’t wearing shoes — a serious no-no 
inside the trailer. “Oh! You’re bleeding! What happened?” 

Her cheery pink sock was stained through with a thick puff of 
blood. She cried harder as she leaned on Ollie. “I woke up a few 
days ago and saw the trailer like this, so I started cleaning. 
Throwing things out.” She sobbed loudly. “The things I did to you 
both! Why would you ever come back here? I’m sorry! I’m so sorry! 
I’m a horrible person!” 

Ollie reared back as if he’d slapped her. Bev’s apology hit me 
like a crack across the face with her leather belt she’d gotten on sale 
for $9.99. The apology was shocking and somehow hurtful, though 
I couldn’t pinpoint why. 

Ollie held up his hands slowly after Bev was able to balance on 
one leg. “Alright. Um, I don’t know what to do with that, so let’s 
start with the basics. How’d you hurt yourself?” 

Bev’s pink face pulled with what actually looked like self- 
loathing. I’'d never seen her do that emotion, so I couldn’t be sure. 
“T stepped on a broken bottle and cut my foot. I haven’t been able 
to get up, and I can’t find the charger for my phone! I called you!” 
she accused, and then turned mournful again. “I called you, October 


Grace, but you didn’t come! You shouldn’t have come. I can’t 
believe you came! I’m horrible! I’m a monster!” 

“T’m sorry, Bev. I was out of town. Let’s get you out of here.” I 
positioned myself at her side, looping her arm around my shoulders 
while Ollie took her other arm. 

She cleaned. She threw things out. She actually did it. I didn’t make 
for a good crutch, since I was shaking so badly. Years were spent 
begging her to let us clean just inches of the trailer so we could use 
the bathroom in our own home, but it was met with furious 
beatings and hurtful words that sizzled as they cut. 

Bev threw things out. Bev apologized. 

It made no sense. 

We rounded the corner of takeout boxes filled with cockroaches, 
maggots and viscous slime, giving Ezra a full view of his bride to be 
in all her glory. “No!” Bev screeched in agony, her worst fear 
realized. Her wail almost brought tears to my eyes, but I’d promised 
myself long ago that I would never again cry in front of Bev. “No! 
You can’t be here! Go away! Get out! This isn’t me! It’s not me!” 
Her pain tore at what was left of my heart. 

Ezra was lost until she verbally pushed him away. Then he 
found his purpose, directing his fiery gaze at her disheveled state. “I 
told you I loved you. A little mess doesn’t change that.” He barreled 
toward us, and before I could warn him to be careful of the floor 
that wasn’t all that solid in parts, he scooped Bev up in his arms, 
carrying her like a bride over the threshold, and out of my walking 
nightmare. 


Thirty-Six. 
Bruce Campbell Isn’t 
Real 


I didn’t know what to do, think or feel. All I knew was 


that Ezra sped Bev to the emergency room, with Ollie 
driving us right behind him. The check-in was quick, the 
doctor less frazzled than we all were, and they started 
treating her foot and the shock she seemed to be steeped 
in. 

Bev wailed semi-coherently the same story over and over — that 
she woke up one morning a few days ago and discovered all the 
wrong she’d done with her life. It would’ve been any cast-aside 
child’s dream come true, only I couldn’t feel anything. I was numb, 
my arms banded around my stomach as Von and I waited in the 
hallway. Ezra and Ollie stayed with her through the doctor’s 
examination while Mason made himself useful as a Duwende, 
pulling the stress from Ollie, Bev and Ezra when necessary so they 
could focus on the matter at hand. 

“Okay, you have to stop rocking like that. It’s demented, 
darling.” Von rubbed my back, but the pulling he did was only a 
fraction of what I needed. 

I hadn’t realized I was rocking back and forth, but the second he 
mentioned it, I saw the depths of my twisted gut. “She said she was 
sorry to me,” I muttered quietly, as if uttering the words too loud 
would make the faulty floor beneath them drop out and expose the 


lie in the apology. “Bev doesn’t apologize.” 

“She looked pretty turned about. Not how I remember her at 
dinner when they got engaged.” 

“T’ve never seen her like this. And why did she look scared? It 
was like she didn’t know how any of the stuff got there. I’m 
worried, Von. Seriously. Every piece of crap in that trailer was her 
life. She beat me something awful on my fifth birthday because she 
brought home a dollhouse, and I started playing with it. I thought 
she’d brought it home for me.” I blinked twice, not seeing anything 
except that awful day. I could still feel my little heart pounding as I 
ran through the trailer, trying to escape her while Ollie and Allie 
were at work. I shouted apologies and begged for her to stop, but 
I’d broken Bev’s rule — don’t touch her special things. 

“You're exaggerating.” 

I stared at Von, confused. “When have I ever exaggerated?” 

“Fair point. But there’s got to be more to the story than that.” 

“Sure. She bought herself a dollhouse on my birthday, and got 
me nothing. We’re not allowed to touch Bev’s special things, and I 
touched the dollhouse, thinking she’d gotten it for me. I didn’t 
realize she was taunting me at the time, but I learned. My fifth 
birthday was the first time I tasted my own blood in my mouth. 
That’s the whole story. Never an apology or even a flicker of 
regret.” 

Von’s hand stilled on my back. “I wish you were exaggerating.” 

I swallowed, and because only Von was there to hear it, I 
confessed the crux of my dysfunction. “I was never Bev’s special 
thing.” 

Von didn’t say anything at first. He simply laced his fingers 
through mine and brought me closer to his side, kissing my temple. 
Then quietly, he whispered, “You’re my special thing. My very own 
glittering treasure.” He squeezed my fingers and chuckled. “Yeah, 
that was dorky.” 

“T like dorky.” 

The hollow, scared look in Bev’s eyes haunted me. It was like 
she was an entirely different person who woke up and discovered 
she’d been walking around in a foreign body. My skin was itchy all 
over, so I scratched my stomach and my arms with long rakes over 
my skin. I moved slowly enough that I hoped Von didn’t see. I 
couldn’t force the universe to make sense. Even after all the half- 
horse, half-fish, half-vampire, half-wolf people I’d met, Bev’s whole 


new personality scared me the most. 

My gut tugged in the direction of a man being wheeled past us 
by a nurse. “Let’s get some work done. I need a distraction.” 

“Really? You sure? Mason isn’t here.” 

“Mariang only has Danny, and they hold up just fine. You up for 
it?” It didn’t really matter if he was; I couldn’t sit and wait 
anymore. 

“T guess so. You’re sure, love? I mean, maybe we should wait on 
your mum to see what’s what.” 

“Look, the only logical explanation is alien inhabitation, and I 
just can’t handle one more bit of magic right now. Let’s do some 
reaping. See how far that gets us.” 

“Alright, but just one or two, yeah? I don’t want you wiped out 
before our trek.” 

Something about this grated on my nerves, but I couldn’t get a 
proper read on my emotions to know if I was overreacting or not. It 
was sweet that he cared, but it felt like paternal scolding, and I 
hadn’t needed a father since birth. I walked toward the man in the 
wheelchair, noticing his yellowed skin that sagged unnaturally in 
parts. My fingers brushed against his, and I felt his tired soul leap 
into me, sending out an electric chill I wasn’t sure I’d ever get used 
to. 

Von jogged to catch up, surprised I was already on the hunt. His 
arm snaked around my waist, pulling the soul from me. He pressed 
his chest to my spine, warming me from the inside and the outside. 
His lips parted and attached to the nape of my neck. I shivered as 
he exhaled hot air right where I needed to feel it. His biceps flexed, 
holding me tight as his black “You Thought You Knew” t-shirt 
stretched across his taut muscles. “Slow down, Mrs. Brady. I didn’t 
realize you were already going.” 

“T need to not feel this. Bev’s face? I don’t know what to do with 
that. Maybe the cold will numb it.” Though Von felt like the best 
warm blanket in the world, I squirmed out of his grip. I was too 
comfortable, which made it too easy to break down. I couldn’t have 
that. “Not now. It’s too much,” I explained of the distance I was 
determined to put between us. I didn’t look back at his confusion, 
but let my gut pull me forward. We were in the ER, so there was no 
shortage of reapable bodies. 

I walked toward a man with a loud hacking cough that had a 
rattling wet rasp when he breathed in. He was in his mid-fifties, and 


would never know what the swinging sixties might feel like. I didn’t 
even bother with a preamble. I just walked straight up to him in the 
waiting room and clasped him on the shoulder, not even offering a 
kind smile to get him through his last day on earth. 

Von reaped the soul by looping his arm around my shoulder as if 
we were old pals, which I guess we kind of were. That day I felt like 
a sinking ship, though, and didn’t want anyone to go down with 
me. “Okay, that’s two. That’s enough for today. You’re still on the 
mend, darling.” 

“T told you, I’m fine.” I cast him a look that told him I was in no 
mood. “And if you could not call me ‘darling’ in public, I’d 
appreciate it.” I’d already said as much in the grocery store, but 
whatever. 

“You have to put a dollar in the jar,” he reminded me of our 
game in which I lived in denial, and he refused to let me. I friggin’ 
hated that game. 

“Bill me.” I stalked off toward the entrance, where an elderly 
woman was being wheeled in by what I assumed was her daughter. 
They had on hand-knitted cardigans in two different colors and 
their hair was up in matching buns. I don’t know why the sight 
made me unbearably sad, but I was in no mood to be patient while 
the melancholy of a life filled with motherly love I would never 
know passed by me. I skipped over the gloom and went straight to 
pissed. It was the wrong moment for Von to hold my hand. I shook 
off his grip and glared at him. Before I could stop myself, I spewed 
venom meant for my childhood in his direction. “Would you give 
me some space? Jeez! You’re not my boyfriend!” 

Von reared back, the initial slap of hurt confusing him. Then a 
wash of anger slid over his features, turning him from my favorite 
flirty pal to a man I didn’t recognize. “Oh, really? How sad. I was 
just begging for the job. And make no mistake, you are the job.” 

I knew I’d crossed the line, but Von was dancing clear over it. 
“Shut up, Von. You’re just being a jag because I was short with you. 
I get it. I shouldn’t have snapped like that.” 

“T love that you think I have nothing better to do than follow 
you about, like ’'m your groupie.” He donned a girly voice and 
clapped his hands together with sarcastic glee. “October Grace, 
what shall we do today? Oh, you want to work till you drop again? 
How fun! It doesn’t affect me at all. In fact, I’m so slit-my-wrists in 
love with you that I don’t mind that I’m starving. Looking at your 


pretty face is enough to sustain me.” He narrowed his eyes and 
threw his hands in the air. “Think about Mason and me for a 
change! Don’t just go off reaping, thinking it’s only you who’s 
affected.” 

I took a breath, knowing I’d been the one who set us on this 
downward path. I held up my hands in surrender. “Look, I’m sorry, 
okay? I was being a jerk. It’s barely noon, and it’s already been a 
long day.” 

“T’m so glad you set me straight that I’m not your boyfriend. I 
think I’ll have a good old cry tonight on my pillow about the virgin 
queen who turned me down.” He cried dramatically into his palms. 
“October Grace doesn’t want to be my girlfriend! What’ll my mates 
on the playground say?” He pulled out his half-smoked cigar and 
unwrapped it, lighting the thing smack in the middle of the ER. 

“Yow’re being a brat. Do you even need me here for this part, or 
can you scrounge up your own audience? I said I was sorry.” 

“The only thing I need you for is a good pair to look at before I 
go to sleep.” His eyes flicked down to my breasts, and for all his 
bravado, I could see the regret behind it all as he dove into the 
muck headfirst. 

I held his gaze when it sheepishly climbed back up to my face. I 
tried to build up a steel wall against the hurt he was trying to 
deflect onto me. “That’s how it is? This is who you really are? 
You’re the perv who’s in it for my boobs? I must say, well done 
fooling me. Really had me going there.” 

“Give me an hour in the sack, and I’ll show you everything you 
need to know about me, baby.” He took a puff and blew the smoke 
in my face, ignoring the nurse who scolded him and told him to 
take his cigar outside. “You let Mason use you easy enough. It’s 
time I won the coin toss. For no other reason than curiosity, of 
course. I’ve never actually been with a real, live virgin before. Most 
virgins are like, seventeen. You get to be their queen at the ripe old 
age of twenty-two.” 

The sting cut me worse than a scalpel, slicing through the tender 
parts [’d trusted Von with. I knew he regretted it; I could see 
remorse stinging his features. I didn’t know why he was lashing out 
so cruelly. I tilted my head up at him, my arms banding around my 
stomach. My words were quiet, not wanting a public scene through 
one of the top ten worst conversations of the year. “You never 
really loved me, did you?” I needed it confirmed. I needed him to 


tell me that I was young and foolish. That I’d trusted in rainbows 
when I shouldn’t have. I needed him to tell me that the Brady 
Bunch wasn’t real, and neither were we. 

I needed to know he wasn’t Bruce Campbell, and that Santa 
Claus didn’t exist. 

Von responded coolly by exhaling a puff of smoke in my face. 
“Tm not your boyfriend.” 

“And I guess I’m not your special thing. I was short with you one 
time, and this is what I get for it.” A rock sunk in my gut as Von 
made his way on the list of people I vowed to never cry in front of 
again. “You’re not Bruce Campbell.” I wasn’t mad at him; I was 
disappointed in myself for falling for it all. “You’re not Mr. Brady.” 

“Tm not your boyfriend,” Von repeated, as if the very idea was 
laughable. 

“Tell me I’m a kid.” I wanted to hear him say that’s all ’d ever 
been. I stared at my shoes and waited for the gavel to fall. 

“Yow’re just a kid. Katrina, on the other hand, she’s all woman. 
Nothing childish about her.” He blew smoke in my face, but I 
refused to cough or wave it away. I inhaled the stink, letting it 
chase away the childish delusions I’d entertained that Von had ever 
loved me, and that I’d finally been somebody’s treasure. 

I don’t know how I’d been so had by Von. Maybe it was his 
British accent that made everything sound more beautiful than it 
actually was. Maybe it was the flirty way he gave me little 
nicknames. I felt sick to my stomach, and like I was the butt of a 
joke when I’d been thinking I was precious to someone wonderful. 
Turns out, I wasn’t precious at all, and Von wasn’t wonderful. I 
wasn’t Von’s special thing. He could throw me away at the first sign 
of me being a little bit broken on a bad day. “Okay, Von. ’m going 
to go get some air. I’ll try to stay out of your space.” 

I forgot about the old lady on the brink of death and marched 
out of the ER, leaving Bev with Ezra, and just plain leaving Von. I 
was shaking with regret and self-loathing, and wished my Omen 
abilities gave me some sort of lightning bolt powers that could zap 
at will. On second thought, perhaps that wasn’t the best superpower 
for me at the moment. 

There had to be a bus stop along the main road, so I made my 
way up toward the grass and over-trimmed shrubs that framed the 
forty-five mile an hour street. I could’ve called Ollie, but something 
about calling one guy to save me from another guy felt off to me. 


There was too much building up inside of me. Too much wear and 
tear to shake it all off unscathed. I wanted to go home where I felt 
safe, but that would be the first place they’d look for me. I wanted 
actual space. A whole continent of it. 

Maybe even a whole world of it. 

I slid my phone out of my pocket and dialed up Danny, putting 
on a cheery voice that didn’t match my heartbroken features. “Hey, 
Danny. Could you put Finn on the phone? He left something at my 
house.” 

I was leaving the mess right where it was. I wouldn’t try to fix 
what was clearly meant to be broken. I was getting out, and Finn 
was the one who didn’t give a rip about me. He’d let me risk my life 
to get the job done, and I was in a mood to be reckless. 


Thirty-Seven. 
October Grace, Out 


CC T 
ell me again why we can’t wait for Ezra, or at 


the very least, your Reapers?” 

I huffed, already frustrated it had taken Finn so long to figure 
out how to use the bus system to get to me. An hour had passed 
after ’'d hightailed it to the parking lot and stolen my rock and my 
pack from Ezra’s trunk. The sagrado backpack was fitted tight to me 
to ensure no one ganked it. “Do you want the job done or not? I 
thought you cared about getting the stone to Terraway.” 

“T do, but I don’t want to be known for kidnapping the only 
useful Omen. You can see how Ezra might not look the other way 
on that.” 

“Since when are you afraid of Ezra?” 

Finn raised an eyebrow at my urgency. He fingered his green 
silk scarf that wrapped around the neck of his collared gray dress 
shirt. “Fear of war is a healthy one, kendi.” 

“Then let’s do this and come back before we get caught.” 

“Tt’s a three-day trek to the central city of Silo, and you’re not 
used to our climate.” 

“All I need is that baga root that helps me breathe. Can you get 
that right quick when we get down there?” 

“I can. But why? Why not wait for everyone? Kabayo at least 
will want to be there to guide us.” 

“No time. Let’s just do this.” 

Finn tsked, shaking his head to scold me. “My, my. Such 


deception. I knew I liked you.” 

“T’'m jumping for joy on the inside. Take me down there quick. I 
don’t want the others to find us.” 

“Alright. If you insist. I admit, I never thought you’d ask me to 
run away with you.” 

I crossed my arms over my stomach, scratching at my skin and 
wishing for the whole thing to be over so I could escape the world 
that had taken over my life. “Just do it, dude.” 

The corner of Finn’s mouth curved upward, and I began to doubt 
the awesomeness of my grand escape plan. “Yes, milady.” He 
reached out and placed his hands on my shoulders, closing his eyes 
as he murmured a string of nonsense syllables. 

It was too late for regret. There wasn’t time to turn back. I 
closed my eyes and let myself vanish from the earth, hoping 
Terraway would be kind enough to let me hide in its depths for a 
while. 
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One. 


Big, Scary Man 


I was grateful when Finn let companionable silence fall 
between us to replace our bickering. When I looked back 
in the direction we’d come, I couldn’t even see the circle 
we'd entered in on anymore. Everything was brown, 
brown and more brown, so landmarks that stood out 
were hard to come by. The famine had struck Silo in the 
usual way, scorching the buhay shoots so there was 
precious little for the inhabitants to eat. It also hit them 
in the form of a drought, drying up most of their rivers 
and leaving the landscape dull, dusty and bare. 

The suns were setting, and we’d put a fair amount of distance 
between us and the entrance to Silo. With my backpack stuffed with 
half a dozen baga roots Finn had unearthed not two minutes after 


he’d ported us to Terraway, I was ready to get a piece of the 
sagrado stone to its rightful place. If we dropped a portion of the 


rock into the well in the main city, the suns wouldn’t burn so hot, 
and nature would have a chance to right itself again. 

I'd left my two Reapers, my brother, Ezra and a bucket full of 
baggage Topside when I’d made the decision to go rogue and start 
the mission to deliver the sagrado stone without the crew. I needed 
space, and they needed to breathe. A whole new world of breathing 
room seemed like the right move. Since Captain Finn didn’t care 
much for rules or waiting around while the nations continued to 
wither away, I brought him along to be my guide. 

We passed a few houses here and there that looked like 
thatched-roof barns, but mostly we kept to the woods, so we would 
go unnoticed as long as we could. The trees were dry with only 
crusty, shriveled leaves that held on for dear life. I looked around at 
the nothing all around us. There weren’t even any houses anymore 
after we’d travelled by those first few. Just brown, dusty mountains 
spread out, and cavernous craters where I’m guessing water used to 
be. It was like walking by mini Grand Canyons everywhere. 

Maybe I could deliver the stone before the guys even noticed I 
was gone. Hopefully they’d think I wanted to be alone at home, and 
would go back to the mansion for a few days. Von wouldn’t look for 
me; he’d slung some mud in a nasty fight I knew he wouldn’t take 
back. And Mason? Well, we were actually doing alright, but 
hopefully he’d have his hands full cleaning out Bev’s trailer with 
Ollie. 

Bey. I couldn’t go there in my mind. Her lost expression when 
we'd found her in a state of shock in her trailer haunted me, and 
made me feel like a shell of who I was supposed to be. I’d always 
firmly believed in taking care of your family, but I was left spinning 
on this one. I needed more information, but knew I couldn’t handle 
another word, be it apology or raging blame. 

“Tt’s quiet,” Finn observed, scratching his gills. He’d discarded 
his scarf and dress clothes into his backpack, changing into the 
black soldier-wear that was common in Terraway. He’d chuckled at 
me when I'd turned around so I didn’t have to see him half naked. 
He craned his neck to look down at me while we walked. “You’re 
quiet.” 

“You're tall,” I offered back my own observation. “Talk away, if 
that helps you.” 

“You want to tell me why you ran from your Pullers and Ezra?” 

“Nope.” A bat flew overhead, its wonky flight path catching my 


eye. 
Finn studied me curiously. The growing darkness was starting to 
fall around us as the horizon began to swallow up the setting suns. 
“You're usually annoyingly chatty.” 

I shrugged in response, unsure how to tell him to butt out, other 
than the obvious obnoxious way. “I guess it’s your turn for that 
now. Don’t know what to tell you. It’s your lucky day. No annoying 
chatter from October. Santa Claus does exist.” 

Finn squinted in warning at the bat that came back to circle us. 
The creature responded to his silent threat, flying in the opposite 
direction. “Sylvia. She sends out bats to be her eyes and ears.” 

“Did she make us?” 

Finn quirked his eyebrow at me. “She’s probably looking for her 
own people, to make sure they’re not lurking where they shouldn't. 
This is Kabayo’s land, and there’ve been too many skirmishes for 
them to be welcome here right now.” 

“Should we be out in the open like this? Is she going to report 
back to Ezra that she saw us?” 

“Her spy doesn’t know to look for us, ’m guessing, so there’s 
nothing to report. You’re awfully skittish about Ezra finding out. 
Tell me, what did you do that you’re running from him?” 

“Nothing at all.” My eyes tracked the bat who flew off into the 
distance. “How worried do we need to be about monsters trying to 
ambush us?” I voiced the concern I’d felt for a while. 

Finn quickened our pace. It took two of my steps to equal one of 
his long strides. “Not very. The Ekeks and Manas will be expecting 
you to travel in an entourage. Smart thinking to keep it just us.” 

“T daresay that sounded almost like a compliment.” 

“Well, it almost was.” Though Finn had been a little harsh, in 
control and kind of sleazy when we were Topside, he seemed to be 
taking his post seriously. It was just the two of us on this mission, 
and we were both determined not to screw it up. 

Finn cleared his throat next to me. “I don’t spend much time 
Topside. What do you think of our world so far?” 

My thumbs looped in the straps on my backpack, pulling them 
like suspenders. “I don’t think I can judge it just yet. The only times 
I’ve been in Terraway have been with the suns all wonky and the 
government trying to abduct me. So, I guess that’s a thumb’s down 
so far.” 

He chuckled at my assessment. “Silo has been suffering a 


drought for too many years. Occasionally the morning brings 
enough dew to keep things going, but they’ve had to borrow more 
water from us than they can ever afford to pay back.” 

“Yikes. How do they buy it? Like, do you all have the same 
currency? I can’t tell how separate the different countries are.” 

“Gold is the universal language we all speak. Goods, women. 
The usual.” 

“Not for nothing, but don’t let anyone trade me for a cup of 
water.” I shivered, despite the heat that made my clothes cling to 
my skin. “Let’s just do this and get back home.” 

“You wouldn’t be attractive to Tikbalangs.” Then to clarify, he 
added, “Horse on top, person on the bottom half. And I can promise 
you that my king has all the women he could ever possibly need.” 
His eyes flickered to me. “Though if you ever meet King Banak, you 
may want to keep your head down. He has a thing for mouthy 
women with legs.” 

My eyebrows furrowed as I tried to keep Finn’s pace. “Your king 
likes women who have legs and mouths? I can’t imagine Id be all 
that rare if he’s casting that wide a net.” 

“You forget the women in Dagat are Mermaids. No legs. And 
they know better than to talk back. Something tells me you 
wouldn’t fall in line so easily. Everyone has a healthy fear of our 
king because he has me to carry out his dirty work. They all know 
I’m bewitched to carry out his will,” he said bitterly. King Banak 
wanted Finn to watch me to make sure I was performing up to par, 
which was why he’d been Topside in the first place. 

Finn informed me that he had also been instructed to keep an 
eye on me to make sure I wasn’t some giant walking danger. I’d 
kind of accidentally murdered off an entire species — taking Goblins 
clear off the map in a single terrifying blow. I couldn’t really blame 
this Banak guy for wanting me observed. “No, we don’t get many 
mouthy ones anymore in Dagat. They know better than to cross 
me.” 

“Because you're a big, scary man?” I teased with half a grin. 

“Oh, kendi. I love when you toy with me in that sexy, coy way 
you do. It’ll make your fear that much sweeter when you see me in 
my element and off Ezra’s leash. I bet you’re a beauty when you’re 
terrified.” 

“You know, I think you try to sound sleazy out of habit. I don’t 
think you really care all that much about hooking anyone, least of 


all me. But it’s nice of you to pretend, I guess.” 

Finn quirked an eyebrow at me, confused that I wasn’t shirking 
away from his fat mouth. “Nice? I think that’s the first time I’ve 
been called that. Perhaps I should be offended.” 

“Oh, sweetie. My nickname was Jailbait. I treated men in a 
prison for a paycheck. If I cared about intimidation tactics or sex 
jokes, I wouldn’t have a leg to stand on. Fire away. I really don’t 
care. If you need to be big and scary, I’ll play along once the stone’s 
delivered. Until then, I’ve got too much on my mind to pretend I’m 
afraid of you.” 

Finn looked down at me as if I was the strangest animal. “I don’t 
know what to say to that.” 

“Well, that’s good. I’m not really paying attention anyway.” 

Finn let out a loud, guttural laugh that looked so foreign on him, 
it confused us both. We walked along the forest’s edge toward the 
village in the distance with decidedly less tension between us. I kept 
looking over my shoulder to make sure my Reapers hadn’t found us. 
They were probably still on regular earth and hadn’t even noticed 
I'd split. 

Finn followed my gaze back toward the direction where we’d 
entered. “They’re not here yet. We’ve got a decent head start,” Finn 
informed me. “You’re running from them, aren’t you? That can’t be 
good. Ezra’s got a mean streak he doesn’t often use, but it’s there.” 

“He’s preoccupied. And I don’t much care if Ezra’s mad at me, 
no more than he cares when I’m pissed at him. But yeah, ’m 
running. Needed a break. Having two Reapers is intense. Going 
from living alone to sharing my house with two grown men who 
don’t know how to wash a dish? It’s not the easiest thing for me to 
adjust to.” 

“Tt’s more than that. You’re not stupid enough to defy Ezra over 
dirty dishes.” 

I tilted my head up at him. “Do you care why? I thought you 
wanted the stone delivered. This is the quickest way. I’m not doing 
any reaping down here, so I don’t need them to do any pulling. 
They could use some time off from the job.” And I am the job, I 
reminded myself of Von’s harsh parting words. 

“Fine by me. Just know that I’m not Duwende. I can’t pull from 
you, so if you see a dead body that might have a lick of human in it, 
stay away.” 

“Roger that. I only need you as a guide. If I had a map, I 


could’ve done this on my own just fine.” 
“You say that now. Wait until we get nearer to the town.” 
My shoulders sank. “Awesome. What are we about to get into?” 
“Tt’s nothing I can’t handle.” 
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The Scandalous City 
The Last City 


Undraland 
Undraland 
Nokken 
Fossegrim 
Elvage 
The Other Side 
Lucy at Peace 
Lucy at War 
Lucy at Last 
Linus at Large 
Undraland Books 1-3 Bundle: Including Undraland, Ngkken and 
Fossegrim 


Standalone 
Liberating Mr. Gable 
Unraveling Molly 
Heart of the Woods 
Keeping Cole for Christmas 
Ugly Girl Sample 
Undraland Sample 
Faite Books 1-3 Bundle 


Watch for more at Mary E. Twomey’s site. 
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